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ABSTRACT
Charles Wright Mills, a sociologist, was often 
considered the leading figure of a social criticism 
movement in the United States during the Fifties. This 
movement eventually peaked in the Sixties and gave 
rise to what is often referred to as the New Left.
This study tries to trace the relationship bet­
ween the ideals that Mills held for his society and 
the personal values and sociocultural factors which 
may have shaped these ideals.
In doing this study, a sociology of knowledge 
approach was found efficacious because it stresses the 
social origin of ideas. Mills' major contributions 
and significant ideas in sociology were systematically 
examined and made explicit. These ideas were analyzed 
in relation to personal motivations, and sociocultural 
factors such as the audience he had, the political 
and intellectual events of his time, and his biograph­
ical data. The data were gathered through library re­
search and communication with people who either knew 
Mills personally or were knowledgable about him.
From the available biographical information, it 
seemed that Mills, from quite early in his life, was
i
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an isolated and lonely individual who felt neglected 
and thus developed a sense of being different. He later 
used these conditions to develop a certain self-confi­
dence, a rebellious attitude, and a deep desire for 
independence. These attitudes led him to be called a 
radical, and caused him to differ considerably from 
his academic peers in his perspective of North Amer­
ican society.
Freedom, as a cherished value, grew out of Mills' 
desire for autonomy in all matters. This led him to 
a concern with power, reason, and truth. Using his 
concept of a "vocabulary of motives," his main vocab­
ulary revolved around the concepts of freedom, reason, 
truth, power, and the place of moral values and motives 
in society. It was in terms of these that he developed 
theories of the place of Ideologies in society, the 
social origin of motives, the distribution of power 
in American society, and the relationship between 
personal values and public issues. Mills' personal 
values, then, had a direct influence upon his ideals 
for American society.
An indirect aspect of this study is the contri­
bution it may make to the role of personality and the 
process of social change, for Mills, who was considered 
a radical of his time, had a profound effect on those
ii
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forces which tried to bring about changes in the soci­
ety during the Fifties and Sixties.
ill
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INTRODUCTION
Purpose and Method of Study
This thesis proposes an examination of the major 
Ideas of Charles Wright Mills, an eminent American 
sociologist (1916-1962), from a sociology of know­
ledge perspective. The thesis will attempt to iso­
late some relevant factors in order to understand the 
relationship between Mills' ideas and unique view of 
American society and the forces that shaped his vision.
Most of the literature by Mills and relevant 
material about him will be systematically examined 
in order to become acquainted with his ideas, his 
personality, his attitudes, values, milieu, and the 
individuals, both personal and public, with whom he 
interacted. The material will be arranged and classi­
fied in such a manner as to obtain a biographical, 
intellectual, and political profile of Mills.
C. Wright Mills was an acclaimed critic of both 
the American society and the discipline of sociology. 
He was considered a radical who was not afraid of 
confrontation nor of saying the unpopular. His blunt, 
outspoken approach towards academic matters and pol­
itics often created resentment and estrangement for
1
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him within these sectors; but it also gained him the
deep admiration of a group of young intellectuals and
Third World people who saw him as the champion of
their causes. Thus, Horowitz commented that,.
Indeed, he was in all likelihood the most 
widely known and best respected American 
social scientist in Europe, Asia, and es­
pecially Latin America. And ironically 
enough, while the orthodox sociologist.wrote 
of Mills as some sort of intellectual pariah 
he was widely appreciated and read by all 
sectors of American social science (Power, 
Politics, and People, 1963> p. 6).
He was, in fact, often considered the father of the
1
New Left movement, and it is said that no other 
writer had nearly his influence on the .generation 
that produced the sit-in movement and the Peace Corps 
(Oglesby, 1969, p. 23). His importance as a social 
definer can also be inferred from the popularity and 
healthy sales of his books (White Collar  ^ sold 30,000 
copies in its original six dollar edition, and the 
distribution of Power Elite^ and The Causes of World
1 It is generally felt that he coined the term 
"New Left," for among his unfinished projects was a 
book on the intellectuals, proposing to create what 
he called "The New Left." See Dan Wakefield, "Taking 
it bigi a memoir of C. Wright Mills," Atlantic (Sept­
ember, 1971), p. 71.
2 C.W. Mills, White Collar: The American Middle 
Classes (New York, 1951)•
3 C.W. Mills, The Power Elite (New York, 1956).
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3War III** reached best-seller proportions), and the 
fact that his works have been translated into at least 
seven languages, including Russian.-*
Although the study generally will be confined 
to the individual ideas of Mills rather than those 
of a group, it is by no means limited to a mere impu­
tation of individual psychological motivations for 
his acts, and therefore should not be labelled psych­
ologism. Rather, it takes into consideration the 
social processes that took place in the formation of 
his perspective and concepts, of which the biograph­
ical and psychological are Inevitable parts.—
It Is also notable that Mills' ideas did not 
belong solely to him; because they were sanctioned 
by a significant number of individuals, it Is evident 
that his intercourse was not personal and private,
A C.W. Mills, The Causes of World War III (New 
York, 1958).
5 See Herbert Aptheker, The World of C. Wright 
Mills (New York, 1966), p. 8, about book sales.
6 Mills, who was himself dedicated to large-scale 
study, stressed the Importance of the relationship 
between biography and history in the study of socio­
logy; thus he says, "The sociological imagination 
enables us to grasp history and biography and the 
relation between the two within society" (Mills, 1959» 
p. 6). He felt that many personal Issues were related 
to the bigger public and political decisions which 
affected one's life in industrial society.
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ubut rather a public and largely political one. In many
cases— like most good popular writers— Mills was merely
able to put into context and define more clearly what
7
a number of others may have vaguely suspected.
The study will not draw on statistical data nor 
will it purport to prove, refute, or predict anything. 
It will be mainly an application and demonstration 
of the sociology of knowledge orientation. It will 
also try to arrive at some insight into the genesis 
of Mills' ideas; to see how contingencies and ideas 
in the social milieu can Interact with more intrinsic 
factors to produce novel concepts. Sometimes the 
conceptions of prominent men such as Mills carry 
enough force to make a considerable impact upon 
society.
Theory
The main thrust of the sociology of knowledge 
is aimed at the relationship between individuals, 
the formation of thoughts and ideas, and the group
7 See "The Fascinated Readers - Analysis of the 
Politics Questionnaire,” by Ruth Harper Mills, in 
Politics (winter, 19^8), pp. 59-63. Kills developed 
the idea for this survey which found that most of the 
readers were Independent radicals” similar to himself. 
Many were Mills' friends and acquaintances; they in­
cluded people like Hans Gerth, Kenneth Stampe, Richard 
Hofstadter, Frank Frledel, Daniel Bell, and Irving Howe.
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5and cultural settings in which they arise. The soci­
ology of knowledge as an analytical approach and a 
conscious, systematic way of examining society seemed 
to be expedient'for this study, since it is concerned 
with the ideas of an Individual who defined for a 
significant group of people the way that he perceived 
American society.
A basic premise of the sociology of knowledge 
is that we cannot truly understand the behaviour of 
individuals and groups unless we comprehend precisely 
the interrelationships between mental productions and 
the existential bases of society. Existential bases
include such factors as historical situations, values,
8
culture, and group structures. Karl Mannheim states 
that,
...the sociology of knowledge seeks to 
comprehend thought in the concrete setting 
of an historical-social situation out of 
which individually differentiated thought 
only very gradually emerges. Thus it is 
not men in general who think, but men in 
certain groups who have developed a part­
icular style of thought in an endless 
series of responses to certain typical 
situations characterizing their common 
position (Mannheim, 193^» P* 3)•
8 Robert K. Merton gives a more comprehensive list 
of what are considered the existential bases of socl- 
ety In Social Theory and Social Structure (New York, 
1957)• PP. 460-488.
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6Generally, the sociology of knowledge is associ­
ated with Karl Mannheim, who is most responsible for 
developing the discipline into a theoretical system. 
Actually, the term WlssensozloloKle was first coined 
by Max Scheler, a German phllosopher-soclologistj but 
its germination is often traced back to Karl Marx, who 
emphasized the economic factor (a substructure) as 
the base from which intellectual productions (super­
structures) are ultimately developed. Other notable 
contributors to the sociology of knowledge arei the 
French school, especially Durkheim's concept of coll­
ective representations, the "collective unconscious";
and the American social behaviourists such as John
9Dewey, William James, and George Herbert Mead. Mills
was also responsible for trying to achieve a synthesis
between the American social behaviourists’ concept of
the development of mind and the earlier French and
10
German concepts. The German schools emphasized the
9 For a more thorough analysis of the development 
of the sociology of knowledge, see J.E. Curtis and 
J.W. Petras. eds.. The Sociology of Knowledge (New 
York, 1970).
10 Mills' early works in the discipline include 
"Language, Logic, and Culture," "Situated Actions and 
Vocabularies of Motive," and "Methodological Conse­
quences of the Sociology of Knowledge." See Irving 
Horowitz, ed., Power. Politics, and People (New York, 
1963). Mills felt that the mechanism which links mind 
and society could be found in the theories of the 
Americans, while others only acknowledged the connection.
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7Individual's role in relation to historical processes 
and focused on those general factors that influence 
groups to move in some particular direction at a 
particular time. The French stressed the relationship 
between individual minds and society, while the Ameri­
can behaviourists also emphasized the interdependence 
between individuals and the sociocultural group.
Traditionally, the sociology of knowledge has 
had difficulty explaining individual ideas which differ 
considerably from those of the ascribed group. This is 
of particular interest in this thesis because Mills, 
too, was considered a rebel and a man whose ideas 
diverged from those of his academic peers.
Mannheim touched upon the problem in his dis­
cussion of the "intelligentsia.The intelligent­
sia ia a relatively classless, unanchored group, 
though this is not to be misinterpreted to mean they 
maintain no class and status ties j but a member of 
the intelligentsia is more likely than the average 
man, who is born to a particular group, to transcend 
the Weltanschauung of the group to which he was born.
11 The terminology Is associated with Alfred 
Weber, who called this group the "socially unatt­
ached intelligentsia” (frelschwebende Ihtelligenz). 
See Karl Mannheim, Ideology and Utopia (New York, 
1936).
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8This is made possible by his education, which exposes
him to contrary social realities. In Mannheim's words,
This acquired education heritage subjects 
him to the influence of opposing tenden­
cies in social reality, while the person 
who is not oriented toward the whole 
through education, but rather participates 
directly in the social process of pro­
duction, merely tends to absorb the Wel­
tanschauung of that particular group and 
to act exclusively under the influence of 
the conditions imposed by his immediate 
social situation (Mannheim, 193&. P» 156)•
Mannheim then goes on to describe two directions 
which intellectuals have taken out of this psychol­
ogically uncomfortable middle-of-the-road position!
First what amounts to a largely voluntary 
affiliation with one or the other of the 
various antagonistic classes; second, 
scrutiny of their own social mooring and 
the quest for fulfilment of their mission 
as predestined advocates of the intellec­
tual interest of the whole (Mannheim,
1936. P. 158).
In analysing Mills, I will try to use what he 
refers to as the "sociological imagination," which 
he claims enables "its possessor to understand a 
historical scene in terms of its meaning for the 
inner life and external career of a variety of indi­
viduals" (Mills, 1959. P* 5)i and allows the individ­
ual "the capacity to shift from one perspective to 
another— from the political to the psychological" 
(Mills, 1959. p. 7). He goes on to say that the socio­
logical Imagination works with the distinction between
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
the "personal troubles of milieu" and the "public 
Issues of social structure." Troubles were defined as 
those which occur within the character of the individ­
ual and of which he was personally aware, while issues 
had to do with the organization of many personal mi­
lieux into institutional structures. An issue Is some 
cherished public value which i3 felt to be threatened, 
and troubles are cherished, but threatened, personal 
values (Mills, 1959, p. 8 ).
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CHAPTER I 
Biographical Orientation
Charles Wright Mills was born on August 28, l9l6, 
to Charles Grover Mills and Francis Ursula Mills, a 
middle clas3 couple of Irish and English descent.
They had one other child, a girl named Ursula, born 
in 1913* The family lived in Waco, Texas until 1923 
but moved later that year when the elder Charles 
Mills obtained new employment which required much 
travel and many relocations. The Mills', in fact, 
lived in eight different towns before young Mills 
finished high school (Glllam, 196 6, p. 15)** As a 
result of his father's travels, much of his early 
tutelage was left up to his mother.
Apparently these were distressing years for the 
young Charles, who, it seemed, made friends very 
slowly. It is suggested that this relatively rootless 
background may have contributed to the development
1 Much of the specific and more intimate biograph­
ical detail was taken from Richard A. Glllam, who 
carried out a study of Mills in 1966 entitled The 
Intellectual As Rebel» £. Wright Mills. l916-1946 
(unpublished M.A. thesis’, copies on file at Columbia 
University Library). Gillam had access to all of 
Mills' papers and personal files. He also communi­
cated with and Interviewed Mills' relatives and friends.
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
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of his sense of Isolation from his peers,* being thus 
forced to fall back on his own resources fostered in 
him an intractable will which was to be character­
istic of him throughout his life.
The family's first move was from Waco to Forth 
Worth, Texas. Apparently Mills was unhappy about 
leaving friends, and his misery was compounded by 
taunts and teasing from an older neighbourhood boy.
To make matters worse, he was moved back in school 
and had to attend classes with children younger and 
smaller than he. At this stage there were incipient 
manifestations of characteristics which were to be­
come prominenti he rebelled against and rejected his 
classmates, and refused to attend school despite the 
desperate efforts of his parents. He was finally pro­
moted and agreed to attend with peers of his own age 
and size.^
The family moved to Sherman, Texas in 192^, where 
it seemed the same pattern was repeated. He attended 
a "convent" and was set back in school again. Here
2 See R.A. Glllam, The Intellectual As Rebel, p. l6. 
It Is related that his mother would accompany him to 
school and leave him there, only to find him home 
before her. His father stepped in to try to curb his 
resistance} one day, being taken to school by the 
elder Mills, Charles wrapped his legs around a tele­
phone pole and steadfastly refused to move. His father 
was forced to leave him thus.
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
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too he did not fit in with the other children and was 
tortured by an older boy (Glllam, 1966, p. 17). He 
again lost interest in school and was absent for a 
good part of the time. Later, however, he struck up 
a close friendship with an older boy named Jim Roach, 
and with a parish priest named Father Allard; during 
this period his grades began to improve.
In 1928 the young Mills' life was interrupted 
again when the family moved to Dallas. Glllam con­
siders this one of the worst times in the youngster's
life. He was forced to leave his few friends and what 
%
had become a relatively contented life in a small
community and move to a large and flourishing city
3
of over a quarter million people. Once more he lost 
interest in peers and classes.
It appears that Mills developed a sense of being 
different quite early and relished his individual­
ity. Gillam, quoting from Mills' biographical notes, 
wrote that he was "a problem child and much discussed; 
Mills knew this and "enjoyed it very much" (Gillam, 
1966, p. 22). The evidence also suggests, however, 
that he may have been somewhat uncomfortable in this
3 Waco had a population of 38,500 in 1920; Sher­
man had 15.031 people. U.S. Bureau of the Census, 
Fourteenth Census» 1920, 3, p. 989* Dallas' popula­
tion is recorded in the Fifteenth Census. 193°» 3. P»
M
972.
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role initially, for he manifested a common teenage
reaction to insecurity and isolation! he developed
an enormous appetite for which he was later well 
4
known. He was seized by convulsions and his illness 
was diagnosed as incurable by two doctors; but a 
third, a psychiatrist, predicted correctly that he 
suffered only from a glandular imbalance and over­
eating. Mills overcame this problem soon after (Gill­
am, 1966, pp. 21-22).
Charles entered Dallas High School in 1930 and 
during these years developed many new interests; 
most of these were pursued in Isolation, and his 
Individualism was thus further promoted. He was good 
at carpentry and built his own sailboat; he also 
became interested in draftsmanship and architecture. 
He worked the summer of 1931 with a local architect 
and the following year helped design a new house for 
his parents (Glllam, 1966, p. 22). The upper floor, 
which he designed single-handedly, was exclusively 
for himself, and it became the refuge where he spent 
hours in isolation, painting, reading, dreaming, and 
writing.
See Harvey Swados, "C. Wright Mills t A Personal 
Memoir," in A Radical At Large (London, 1968), pp. 
199-208, for”"a description of Mills' prodigious 
appetite.
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His seemingly antithetical characteristics, 
sensitivity, and stubborn individuality 
here found a natural outlet in the world 
of books, reflection, and creativity 
(Glllam, 1966, p. 23;•
While at high school, Mills began to show signs 
of his later self-assurance. Although his grades were 
still only fair, his father remembered him going 
through an average-sized book in an evening and re­
taining most of the facts in a prodigious memory; 
and that he had been "making notes for his college 
thesis for some time" (Gillam, 1966, p.'24). When 
his mother asked him why he did not have the highest 
grades in his class, he simply answered, "Because I 
don't want to" (Gillam, 1966, p. 24).
The rebellious attitude which later character­
ised Mills' theories grew and was expressed in sev­
eral ways during this early period. He was raised a 
Catholic but rejected the religion while still in 
high school, much to the dismay of his parents. Gill­
am notes that,
He ignored the vigorous protestation of 
his mother, defied his parents, and quit 
the Catholic church. Francis Mills was 
"grieved" but finally accepted the deci­
sion since she could get "nowhere fast" 
by arguing with her son (Gillam, 1966,
P. 25).
His mother summed up his rebelliousness by saying to 
him, "All you wanted was your own way in all things"
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
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(Gillam, 1966, p. 26). Later In college he rebelled 
in terms of clothing as well, wearing corduroy when 
no one else did, moccasins even to dinner parties, 
and a fur hat. Later he reflected on these years as 
"a conscious set of gestures" aimed at rooting out 
the inhibiting pretensions and convenient prejudices 
that seeped into him before he was under his own 
control (Gillam, 1966, p. 39)*^
In his senior year in high school, he began to 
write poetry and to read voraciously. It was as if 
he achieved another level of awareness. Thus he re­
marked, "It was as if I suddenly became first awake" 
(Gillam, 1966, p. 26). From Mills' notes'and papers, 
Glllam gathered that he read such books as Warren 
Hilton's twelve volumes about the psychology of sue- 
cessj Making Your Own World; Driving Power of Thoughtt 
Trained Memoryt and Mind Mastery. He also read Clar­
ence Darrow, "An 18th Century Rationalist Tract,' and 
copied out such statements as, "Doubt is the beginning 
of wisdom, fear of God is the end of wisdom," "Every 
advantage goes with power," "Most of the good things 
that have come to man are the results of discovering
5 The underlined emphasis is the author's. We will 
see later that being under his own control was very 
important to Mills and that this attitude no doubt 
affected his theories.
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facts, of consciously seeking and finding truth" (Gill- 
am, 1966, pp. 26-27)* These "books may have been piv­
otal in his life, for he believed strongly in the 
force of willpower, and had an unwavering faith in 
reason as a means of achieving freedom for mankind.
He also believed deeply in the importance of power 
in society and the essentiality of discovering facts 
and finding truth.
According to Gillam, Mills’ individualism was 
probably reinforced in this period, for he gained 
greater acceptance among his classmates, often im­
pressing them with his intelligence and individual­
ity (Gillam, 1966, p. 27). He graduated from high 
school in 193^ and went to college at Texas A and M 
University.
I
In the fall of 193^ hills began his university 
studies, majoring in sciences it turned out to be a 
very unpleasant experience for him and another cri­
tical point in his life. Mills' rebellious spirit 
revolted against the severe regimentation and dis­
cipline enforced by the school. Perhaps the most 
distressing incident was the isolation punishment 
meted out to him by fellow students. It seemed that 
he needlessly injured an opponent in a wrestling
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
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match, and as a result no one would speak to him. He 
commented, "I was cut off and alone," and later wrote, 
"...and I felt it at the time" (Gillam, 1966, p. 31). 
He swore to his friend Harvey Swados (whether it was 
an exaggeration or not, we don't know) that he lived 
for sun entire year without being addressed by a single 
student, nor did he speak to them (Swados, 1967, p. 
202).
During his isolation, he turned to a small group 
of teachers and his books.^Among the books he read 
were several on philosophy, which remained a central 
interest.in his life and in which he eventually took 
a Master's degree^About this time, Mills was also 
introduced to sociology. He read a textbook about 
George Herbert Mead and Charles Cooley, and it is in 
terms of their social psychology that he "first came 
seriously to begin to analyze himself" (Gillam, 1966, 
P* 31)* Mead is of particular interest in the works 
of Mills because his pragmatic Influence was later 
to direct much of Mills' intellectual discourse.
Mills' discontent with the school and his iso­
lation were too much to cope with? he left Texas A 
and M at the end of his first year.
Mills enrolled at the University of Texas in
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
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Austin In the fall of 1935* Gillam states,
Here the young student found the intellect­
ual and emotional roots he needed. From 
a rough-hewed, uncultivated individual 
uncertain of his own identity, he was 
transformed into a personally self- 
confident and intellectually assured college 
graduate who left Texas with academic. 
honours, a clear sense of his own di­
rection and ideas which would soon bring 
him to the attention of metropolitan 
intellectuals far from his home state 
(Gillam, 1966, p. 36).
It was here that Mills had his first encounter with 
Marxist thought, through an intimate friend named 
William Record, a fellow student versed in Marxism.
He did not seem to have read Marx thoroughly, how­
ever, until several years later, nor did he give the 
theories full recognition until close to the end of 
his life (Gillam, 1966, p. 37)*
At Texas Mills had another close friend named 
David Rose, with whom he collaborated in an attempt 
to produce a great work of American fiction. They 
wrote several novelettes which were all rejected by 
publishers. In this, Mills demonstrated what could 
be an inability then, and always, to accept personal 
failure and rejection* he kept the rejection slips 
but steadfastly refused to allow anyone to read the 
works (Gillam, 1966, p. 38).
The friendship with Rose also demonstrated an­
other characteristic attitude of Mills. In the
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“beginning Rose was Mills' intellectual superior, and 
Mills felt uncomfortable and threatened in this posi­
tion. When he eventually felt that he had overcome 
this intellectual ascendancy, he reflected oh it»
We were walking along in front of the 
Y.M.C.A. and I was stronger in some argu­
ment; whether it's true or not doesn't 
matter, I felt it (I felt good about the 
shift) but this meant, again I was alone, 
or at least very much on my owni my own 
leader (Gillam, 1966, p. 38),
In this case being his own leader, which no doubt 
signified a form of freedom to him, was more import­
ant than the friendship he shared with Rose.
The isolation that Mills now suffered took on a 
new dimension, for he intellectualized it, seeing it 
as a positive attribute which gave him a kind of 
freedom, a certain privacy, in which "whatever is 
unique and original can come out and become more uni­
versal" (Gillam, 1966, p. 39).
Mills leaned towards certain professors at Texas, 
one of whom was Clarence Ayres, a professor of econo­
mics who introduced him to the works of Thorstein 
Veblen. Ayres had been Veblen's assistant at the Uni­
versity of Chicago and had deeply admired him; he 
passed on this feeling to Mills who was later to be 
compared in several ways to Veblen. George Gentry, a 
professor of philosophy, also influenced Mills greatly. 
Gentry had studied under G.H. Mead, and gave Mills
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his first intensive exposure to American pragmatism 
and to logic# He introduced Mills to the works of 
Mead, Dewey, Pierce, and James (Gillam, 1966, p. 4^). 
Mills’ first published article, "Language, Logic, and 
Culture," originated from work begun tinder Gentry.
Mills graduated from the University of Texas in 
1939 with a B.A. in sociology, an M.A. in philosophy, 
a self-confidence he had never known, and a wife whom 
he had married in his junior year (Gillam, 1966, p. 39).
Ill
Mills won a teaching assistantshlp and went to 
Wisconsin, then a highly prestigious university, for 
post-graduate study. He was filled with his new-found 
self-confidence, and a classmate remembered Mills, 
before he went to Wisconsin, dramatically opening a 
drawer full of note cards and announcing that he had 
already researched his dissertation (Gillam, 1966, 
p. 50).
In the department of sociology, Mills studied 
under Howard Becker, engaging in some technical work 
in philosophy and the sociology of knowledge. He was 
encouraged by Hans Gerth, then an assistant professor 
of sociology, with who Mills developed a close intell­
ectual relationship; they eventually collaborated on
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two books.^ From Gerth Mills acquired extensive know­
ledge of Marx, Mannheim— under whom Gerth had studied—  
and Weber, all of whom exerted considerable Influence 
on his writings.
Mills graduated from Wisconsin in 19^2 and com­
pleted three important contributions to the sociology
7
of knowledge while he was there.
IV
Mills was appointed associate professor of socio­
logy at the University of Maryland, where he stayed 
for four years. During this time he met Kenneth Stamp 
and Richard Hofstadter, fellow professors who supp­
orted his sociological perspectives and were instrum-
8
ental in his later political outlook.
On December 7, 19^2, the United States was plunged
 ^ 6 Character and Social Structure» The Psychology 
of Social Institutions (New York, 19535~an(3 Transla­
tions From Max Weber: Essays in Sociology (New York,
19W .
7 "Methodological Consequences of the Sociology of 
Knowledge," American Journal of Sociology. XLVI, 3 
(November, 19^0), pp. 310-330» "Situated Actions and 
Vocabularies of Motives," American Sociological Review, 
V, 6 (December, 19^0), pp. 90^-913; an<3 his doctoral 
dissertation, A Sociological Account of Pragmatism.
8 R.A. Gillam, 0£. clt.. pp. 69, 85. Here we find 
discussion between Gillam and Kenneth Stamp regard­
ing the similarity of Hofstadter's and Mills' poli­
tical views.
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into war. This marked another crucial point in his
lifei it was the war, he later claimed, that made him
a political radical (Gillam, 1966, p. 72). He was not
a pacifist opposed to all forms of violence*
I cannot feel myself a pacifist— intellect­
ually and morally, I am of course persuaded; 
but in my hands and in my heart I know that 
I am not and can't be (Gillam, 1966, p. 77).
However, the only form of violence he felt was Justi­
fied was a personal one, that is, a personal confront­
ation where, "up against another man, or maybe even 
two, it's somewhat up to you who gets killed" (Gill­
am, 1966, p. 77). His objection to war, then, seemed 
based on the fact that it was Impersonal and out of 
his control. Gillam comments on this facti
His objections to modern warfare stemmed 
from no abstract doctrine of non-violence, 
but from a feeling that war infringed on 
his own individual autonomy. He could 
accept violence as long as it remained 
fully within his own control (Gillam, 196 6,
P. 77).
His severe reaction to the war, then, did not origin­
ate from mere abstract reasoning, but was a character­
istic personal reaction to something he felt was a
o
threat to personal, cherished values.
He had been aware of the move towards war for
9 See C. Wright Mills, The Sociological Imagina­
tion (New York, 1959), p. 8, for his discussion of 
"troubles" and "issues" and threatened values.
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
23
some time, but did not take a moral stand; he "drifted," 
he "dangled" (Gillam, 1966, p. 78) until the United 
States was drawn in, and he was called to be examined 
(and eventually rejected for reasons of hypertension). 
Reflecting on the war, Mills wrote that it meant to 
him "the rural idiocy and militarism of Texas A and 
M?‘ (Gillam, 1966, p. 71).
In the period at Maryland, Mills busied himself 
writing several articles and doing a series of re­
search projects. He studied business and political 
leaders, and for a while was a special business con­
sultant to the Smaller War Plants Corporation, tra­
velling and preparing Senate Committee reports on 
small business and civic welfare. His theoretical 
orientation was moving away from social philosophy 
and towards political writing and empirical research. 
His research, however, was more or less an applica­
tion of concepts he dealt with in the sociology of 
knowledge. His studies on the business and political 
leaders, for example, tried to pinpoint their back­
grounds, ideologies, interests. We will see later 
that he considered this period as a kind of intellect­
ual muckraking.
After the war ended, Mills received a Guggen­
heim Fellowship. He had been communicating with
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
24
Robert Merton while still a graduate student, and 
Merton helped him to achieve an appointment at Colum­
bia University in the school's Bureau of Applied Social 
Research division, which was under the supervision of 
Paul Lazarsfeld at the time. Mills was later offered 
an assistant professorship and began teaching at Col­
umbia in the fall of 1946.
Here Mills followed a familiar pattern of isola­
tion. Gillam notes that,
Mills in fact never became part of the 
academic establishment) in the east as in 
the west, he remained something of a mar­
ginal man, skirting the edges of academia, 
sometimes joining its inner ranks for a 
brief moment of solidarity but never know­
ing that intense fraternity experienced by 
so many (Gillam, 1966, p. 115)*
Mills said of himself, "I've always felt myself to be
a sort of outlander in the East and particularly in
New York City" (Gillam, 1966, p. 115)*
During his years at Columbia, he accomplished an
extensive amount of work; he also got married for the
second time, to Ruth Harper, in 1947.*° He studied
health needs for the Congress of Industrial Relations
in Detroit) personal influence and mass communication
effects on Mid-Westerners) migration patterns of Puerto
10 Details of his first marriage and divorce are 
sketchy. He married his first wife in his junior year 
at college) it is not known when they divorced.
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Ricans to New Yorkj and published at least eight books 
and several articles. The latter will be discussed 
throughout the thesis.
In later years, he held visiting lectureships 
at the University of Copenhagen, the William White 
Institute of Psychiatry, Brandeis University, and the 
United States Air War College. In the late Forties, 
he also filled in on the social science staff at the 
University of Chicago for David Reisman (Gillam, 1966, 
p. 113)•
In the early Fifties and Sixties he made several 
trips abroad. He wanted very much to visit China, 
but was refused a visa; he therefore Jumped at the 
chance to visit Cuba in the fall of i960. The result 
of that trip was Listen Yankee. A f t e r  the massive 
effort of writing this, which he did in approximately 
six weeks, he pushed himself to prepare for a debate 
on U.S. foreign policy in Latin America, with A.A. 
Berle. He had a heart attack the night before the 
broadcast. Later, in l96l, he went to Russia and Eur­
ope in the hope that a Russian clinic and specialist 
might help his heart problems, but he found no answers.
11 C.W. Mills, Listen Yankee1 The Revolution in 
Cuba (New York, i960).
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He died shortly after returning from Europe, on the 
twentieth of March, 1962, at the age of forty-six.
In summarizing this section, I will try to draw 
attention to those factors which most closely identify 
Mills and which seemed to influence his approach to 
academic and political matters.
It appears that he was first and foremost, through­
out his life, an independent and obstinate individual.
We have seen that early in his life he was an isolated 
individual who was unable to form lasting bonds with 
his peers because of his family's frequent movesi he 
later rationalized this isolation as a desirable qual­
ity for the mission he had set himself to accomplish.
As a youngster he sometimes faced the torments and 
rejection of other children; he in turn rejected his 
classmates, possibly as a defense against the pain of 
previous separations and taunts. As an adult, he seemed 
sensitive to similar situations, and the gruff, irasc­
ible attitude he was known for could have been a way
of protecting himself from further pain; he rejected
12before he was rejected. During his adult years, he
12 Note how hard he took his failure as a novelist, 
and his rejection by classmates at Texas A and M. One 
could surmise that he viewed personal rejection as he 
viewed war; to reject was something within his own con­
trol; to be rejected was outside personal influence.
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was a non-joiner, shying away from groups and pre­
ferring not to be labelled or identified as part of
any specific group or organization. He had very few 
13heroes. He seemed at times arrogant and combative*
and was estranged from his academic peers and even
at times from his family. Swados said that Mills was
so totally absorbed day and night with other things
that he merely kept up his apartment on principle and
Ignored his wife and daughter (Swados, 1967, p. 201).
He was a rebel who withdrew from his colleagues and
became, as Douglas P. Dowd termed it, an "intellect-
14 ..........
ual gunfighter."
13 Mills' intellectual hero was Thorstein Veblen» 
his political heroes, the Wobblies (Industrial Workers 
of the World)} and another, apparently unknown hero, 
was his grandfather, Bragg Wright.
Bragg was a hard-working, independent cattle 
rancher who was supposedly shot in the back by the 
Jealous husband of a woman he was involved with (Gill- 
am» 1966, pp. 9-10). Gillam felt that Mills had created 
a mythical hero out of Bragg, a "model of what he
deemed valuable in his background and which he wanted
to incorporate into his own personality" (Gillam, 1966, 
p. 13)* Mills seemed to long for his "cowboy heritage," 
the "ranch" and cattle thieves of the past to which
he often referred, and to be like the grandfather who
kept other men "just the other side of Winchester 
rifle range" (Gillam, 1966, p. n).
14 See Douglas F. Dowd's discussion of Mills in 
his article, "Thorstein Veblen and C. Wright Mills 1 
Science and Social Criticisms," in The New Sociology. 
Irving Horowitz, editor (New York, 1964), p.
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Mills often assumed what could be loosely termed 
a "he-man" attitude and style of life. He approached 
things in a way he described as "taking it big."*^ 
Mills used the term mainly in an academic context, 
but it could be applied to his whole life style. It was 
as if he were always over-compensating for factors he 
perceived as insufficient or missing in his life.
Being the self-assured but nevertheless insecure in­
dividualist he was, he had to be sure that whatever 
he did, he did bigger and better than anyone around 
him. This resulted in a kind of immoderation and self­
absorption, an over-whelming passion for those things
15 See Dan Wakefield, "Taking it bigi a memoir of 
C. Wright Mills," in Atlantic (September, 1971)» PP* 
65-71* Mills was described, while a professor at Col­
umbia, as slightly over six feet tall, weighing about 
two hundred pounds* he usually wore hiking boots and
a helmet or cap for motorcycle riding, and was strapped 
around with army surplus bags filled with notes and 
books. Mills often advised Wakefield himself to "take 
it big."
16 Gillam suggests that Mills may have acquired 
what might be called "feminine sensitivity" as a re­
sult of his early upbringing. As a youngster, he was 
surrounded primarily by the female members of the 
household, and engaged in such traditionally feminine 
pursuits as making jewelry and playing with dolls 
(Gillam, 1966, p. 19). Mills' later interest in poet­
ry and artistic endeavors, Gillam suggests, may have 
been prompted by this sensitivity. His adult image
of emphatic masculinity may have been an attempt to 
compensate for the lack of masculine influences in 
the early stages of his life, it seemed that he had 
to constantly prove his masculinity, as he had to 
prove his individuality.
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that interested him. This passion seemed to be
communicated to his audience through his writings,
giving his books a certain life and power.
For many people this utter self-absorption 
was Intolerable, and I must confess that 
there were occasions when it was for me 
also. But after a time it was borne in upon 
me that Mills could not function without 
the absolute conviction that what he was 
doing was not only right but was more im­
portant than what anybody else was doing.
More than that, the unique thrust of his 
best work— I am thinking of the decade of 
the Fifties, of White Collar and The Power 
Elite— derived directly from his egocen­
tric ity. These books would have been pal­
try if they had not been informed through­
out with a sense of the self-assurance of 
their author (Swados, 1967, pp. 201-202).
The foregoing biographical description is an 
attempt to trace and to highlight the development of 
certain attitudes, values, and personal characteris­
tics which Mills came to possess, and to indicate 
some of those environmental contingencies which may 
have contributed to that development. The author
17 Harvey Swados, ojo. cit., pp. 200-202. Swados 
discussed some of these immoderate characteristics of 
Mills, describing one of them as a "very American form 
of gluttony" 1
"When he found a gadget that pleased him, he 
would seemingly try to corner the market in 
It; and when he became deeply Involved in a 
mechanical hobby as with a car or a camera, 
his passion to possess all the peripheral 
gimmicks was really unbounded."
Mills, he says, would also make six or eight revisions 
of drafts before publication.
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believes these factors to be basic to an understanding 
of Mills' approach to intellectual and political matters, 
for the research makes clear that Mills' private prob­
lems, mood, and values were to direct his public de­
bates.
The following chapter attempts to show how these 
factors influenced Mills' Intellectual debates. An 
attempt is also made to examine those intellectual 
orientations and theorists which directed him along 
certain intellectual paths and coupled with his per­
sonal values to form a comprehensive Millsian theory.
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Intellectual Profile
What was the "magic" which C. Wright Mills 
possessed? Why did he become the singular 
intellectual "hero" of our age? How did 
he influence a generation of scholars, 
students and savants while at the same 
time sufferering the outrages of ostracism 
and hostility from many professional socio­
logists? Did his reputation finally rest 
on his contribution to radical politics 
or to social science or to both (and if 
the last, what was the nature of the mix?)
(Power, Politics, and People, 1963, p. 1).
These were the questions Horowitz asked in his 
introduction to Power, Politics, and People, and these 
are some of the questions we will ask and try to under­
stand in the light of Mills' intellectual development.
Moral Values
A good starting point for understanding the in­
tellectual work of Mills is--to use his concept—  to 
state those values which he cherished but thought 
threatened, and which probably spurred his intellect­
ual debates. In his approach to social science, Mills 
Was a passionate, moral man who held the values of 
truth, reason, and freedom very highly. It is true 
that these are abstract terms which every man would
readily proclaim as his own ideals; but to Mills, these
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meant something more than Intellectual rationaliza­
tions for his actsi they were personal, but were also 
the central values of society, to be practiced not 
only in limited circles as they are now, but as some­
thing to be worked at consciously and continually by 
all men for the benefit of the whole society. His 
conscious dedication to these values gave his works 
a commitment and evangelistic zeal which is often Alss- 
ing in the analytical, detached works of other intell­
ectuals . 1
Throughout his life Mills was one of the most
individualistic of men, autonomy and independence—
thus, freedom— being dear and personal values which
he spent his life trying to achieve.
Underlying his search for absolute self- 
awareness was the fundamental demand for 
absolute autonomy which was itself born of 
temperamental necessity. Such personal 
freedom, he believed, could be achieved 
only through self-knowledge and self-controli 
in this he was a child of the enlighten­
ment, seeing freedom as something to be 
rationally achieved (Gillam, 1966, p. 68).
In defining freedom, Mills says,
Freedom is not merely the chance to do as
1 See R.B. Notesstein, "The Moral Commitment of 
C. Wright Mills," F.H. Blum, "C. Wright Mills’ Social 
Conscience and Social Values," and others in The New 
Sociology. Irving Horowitz, ed. (New York, 19610, for 
more about Mills' moral commitments and values.
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one pleases; neither is it merely the oppor­
tunity to choose between set alternatives.
Freedom, is, first of all, the chance to 
formulate the available choices, to argue 
over them— and then, the opportunity to 
choose (Sociological Imagination, p. 175)•
This was his intellectual definition. Personally, free­
dom seemed to have meant the escape from control of 
all others. This is the perception that B.F. Skinner 
discusses in Beyond Freedom and Dignity. He thinks 
this concept is spread by the pervasive literature of 
freedom which sees control as being diametrically 
opposed to freedom, thus making all forms of control 
"bad." Mills seemed to spend his life trying to avoid 
control by any and all.
Early in his career, Mills tried to achieve 
a kind of freedom through academic means, through self- 
analysis, and his own will-power. We saw that he was 
influenced by individualistic literature which stressed 
the power of will and personal endeavor. If the reader 
will remember, such titles as Mind Mastery and Making 
Your Own World were included in his early reading 
material. Later, it became more obvious that to free 
himself meant to free society as well. This shift
2 B.F. Skinner, Beyond Freedom and Dignity (New 
York, 1971), p. 41. The problem, Skinner claims, is 
to free man from certain types of aversive control but 
not all control, for many essential social practices 
necessitate control of one human being by another.
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from perceiving freedom and power as states of mind,
resting within the individual, to an environmental
perspective where it existed primarily within the
society, was prompted by the writings of the social
psychologist Cooley and the pragmatists such as Dewey,
James, and Mead. In the literature of freedom that
Mills later produced, he related freedom and power to
control of the individual’s life by others (whether
they be elites or other groups), and not in terms of
abstract concepts of religion or states of mind. For
Mills, freedom and reason were inextricably bound,
and the free person was the seat of reason.
The role of reason in human affairs and the 
idea of the free Individual as the seat of 
reason are the most important themes inher­
ited by twentieth century social scientists 
from philosophers of the enlightenment. If 
they are to remain key values in terms of 
which troubles are specified and issues 
focused, them the ideals of reason and free­
dom must now be re-stated as problems in 
more precise and solvable ways tftan have 
been available to earlier thinkers and 
investigators. For in our time, these two 
values, reason and freedom, are in obvious 
yet subtle peril (Mills, 1959, PP» 167-168).
He strongly believed in the rationalist ideal and the 
ability of the individual to reason. This is not to 
say that he did not realize that men were often irra­
tional in their behaviour. In explaining the formation 
of personality in Character and Social Structure, he 
notes that men frequently react to new situations with
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old responses which have become habits, and that these 
responses are often inadequate and irrational. He 
gives the impression, however, that most of man*s 
Irrational actions are caused by insufficient know­
ledge or incorrect information, sometimes deliberately
3
released as such by ruling, self-serving groups. The 
tone of his writings suggests that man for the most 
part will be rational if given the truth, the inform­
ation about alternatives, and possible aversive con­
sequences in the path to their goals.
For Mills, to free the individual through ration­
ality meant the acquisition of knowledge, knowledge 
of the self and how it relates to structural and his­
torical processes in the society. Man, by becoming 
aware of his troubles, his threatened values, will be 
able to see the connection between them and public 
issues, and so, through reason, be able to correct 
the problem. Knowledge and reason implied truth, and 
it is by exposing the "fact," the truth, that man is 
able to have knowledge of the situation and is able 
to rectify it. It is suggested that these beliefs led 
to his perception of sociology as an "intellectual 
mudraklng," as previously mentioned; and it is said 
that this fact prompted his empirical research during
3 C.W. Mills, Character and Social Structure, p. l5^»
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the middle Forties (Gillam, 1966, p. 91).^
What were the components of rationality, and how
exactly did Mills perceive it within the individual
and within society? Rational uniformity within society,
Mills says,
...Involves the orientation of persons to 
similar, ulterior expectations; it is an ac­
tion by which men strive to exploit oppor­
tunities in their own self interest. Ration­
al uniformities are only expediently oriented 
to norms, duties, or to felt obligations.
Their stability as patterns of conduct rest 
on the deviators running the risk of dam­
aging his own interest (Character and Social 
Structure, p. 265).
Ideally, Mills saw rationality as a kind of communi­
cation, a means of handling public problems efficiently
and effectively, with equal benefits for all concerned.
The final goal of this rationality should be directed
towards increased freedom for all individuals in the
society. He did not, however, see this happening in
all rationally organized societiesi
Rationally organized social arrangements 
are not necessarily a means of increased 
freedom— for the individual or for the so­
ciety. In fact, often they are a means of
4 These included studies of American business elites 
and labour unions. See articles such as, "The American 
Business Elite» A Collective Portrait," The Journal 
of Economic History. Vol. 4, 4 (December, 19^377~PP« 
20-44; **The Trade Union Leader," Public Opinion Quar­
terly. Vol. 9. 2 (Summer, 1945), pp. 158-175» "The 
Middle Classes in Middle-Sized Cities," American So­
ciological Review, 11 (October, 19^6), ppl 5^0-52^
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tyranny and manipulation, a means of ex­
propriating the very chance to reason, the 
very capacity to act as free men (Socio­
logical Imagination, p. 169),
This problem is created because freedom and reason are
not always seen as the key values in terms of which
issues and troubles are specified and focused.
As opposed to rationality, which is located in
the society, Mills perceived reason as primarily an
individual value*
Within an individual's biography and within 
a society's history, the social task of rea­
son is to formulate choices, to enlarge the 
scope of human decisions in the making of 
history (Sociological Imagination, p. 1?4).
He saw reason as being somewhat like the will or im­
pulse which he described as innate within man."* This 
volition, he said, is self-movement of the organism, 
a deliberate move to choose among several possible 
activities. Early in life, the human infant's im­
pulses may be undefined or random? but through a pro­
cess of conditioning, he comes to develop a sense of 
purpose, and his impulses are directed towards social­
ly approved objectives. At this stage of development, 
when man directs his impulses towards specific goals, 
he has acquired the ability to reason.
The link between reason and freedom is thus obvious
5 C.W. Mills, Character and Social Structure, pp. 
44- 4-8.
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and vital; freedom is the chance to formulate avail­
able choices and the opportunity to choose, whereas 
reason is the ability to formulate those choices and 
make the best choice in relation to the perceived 
goal.
The primary goal that each individual should be 
working towards, Mills felt, is that of increased 
freedom for himself but without enslaving others, 
deliberately or unintentionally. Most of man's major 
efforts throughout history have been in some way di­
rected towards gaining increased freedom; and, as 
B.F, Skinner suggests, "a great deal of physical tech­
nology is the result of this kind of struggle for 
freedom" (Skinner, 1971, P* 27). Freedom is, however, 
unevenly distributed in society, with some acquiring 
it at the expense of others. Mills felt that even 
irresponsibility, self-indulgence, and lack of con­
sideration as to how one's manipulation and manage­
ment of others can restrict their freedom, are part 
and parcel of man using man. For this reason, he 
maintained, the goals of reason and freedom have to 
be made explicit. Thus, if the explicit goal of the 
society is rational organization, this must be coupled 
with the goal of increased freedom for all the indi­
viduals in that society.
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It Is tinderstandable that a man as independent and
individualistic as Mills should put so much emphasis
on man's ability to reasoni the one who cannot reason
must necessarily allow others to do it for him, thus
losing his own independence. Horowitz, however, felt
that Mills placed too much faith in thisi
Mills was so imbued with the rationalist 
ideal that he perhaps placed too great 
rather than too little stress upon the 
curative powers of knowledge. He tended 
to underestimate the powers of personal 
and class interest as effective deterents 
to change (Horowitz, 1963, P» 18).
Mills was unable to understand or accept that men 
would act irrationally even after being exposed to 
facts and the possible consequences of their activi­
ties. Why were some men unwilling or unable to exert 
themselves to acquire the reason that freedom requires?
Under what conditions are they willing and 
able to bear the burdens freedom does im­
pose, and to see these less as burdens than 
as gladly undertaken self transformation?
And on the negative side* can men be made 
to want to become cheerful robots? (Socio­
logical Imagination, p. 175)*
Mills might have been more tolerant, though not necess­
arily accepting, of human irrationality if certain 
Skinnerian concepts had been available to him at the 
time. Skinner's system of rewards, punishments, and 
relnforcers helps to explain why men will often grati­
fy some immediate need even at the expense of creating
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a potentially harmful situation later. These future
harmful circumstances skinner refers to as deferred
6
averslve consequences. Though an individual may be 
aware of the possibility, or even certainty, of such 
consequences, they may be so remote that he believes 
he can deal with them when they arise. (A classic 
example is the case of the man who overeats, knowing 
full well the problems obesity will create.) Mills, 
however, could not accept such unreasonable actions, 
especially on the social level. He was thus intolerant 
of intellectuals and so-called men of knowledge who 
seemed unconcerned about the aversive consequences 
he himself perceived for the future of American soci­
ety. He wrestled with the problem of the happy slave, 
especially as it affected the white collar worker.
Why would the worker accept the puny material rewards 
offered to him when in fact he is being exploited—  
and frequently knows this? Can he not see that this 
will lead to increased misery and loss of freedom for 
him ? Mills' own deep belief in reason and knowledge 
led him to underestimate the fact that men would fre­
quently choose to satisfy an immediate need and worry
about the consequences later. This, to him, was immoral.
6 B.F. Skinner, o£. cit. See especially Chapter Two, 
pp. 27-43, which deals with the concept of freedom.
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
1^Mills was very much involved with public moral­
ity} his writings are sprinkled with moral Judgments
7
and criticisms of immorality in society. He defines 
morals as »
What a man calls moral Judgment is merely 
his desire to generalize, and so make avail­
able for others, those values he has come 
to choose (Mills, 1959* P* 178).
The moral principles which he tried to universalize 
and make available for others were truth, reason, and 
freedom. He was a loner who was not actively involved 
in furthering the objectives of any specific organ­
izations, groups, classes, or nations, and tried con­
sciously to be unbiased in stating these values as 
objectives for all individuals in society. This brought 
him to a moral position and made him, essentially, a 
moralist.
Immorality, for Mills, Involved any acts or values 
which were difficult to subsume under those broader 
values. Such acts were usually wrong in that they were 
harmful in the long run either to the person committing 
them or to some other. They would include acts such as 
stealing— by corrupt politicians from public treasuries 
or petty larceny by common citizens; irresponsible
7 C.W. Mills, The Power Elite, p. 3^3* Chapter 15 
is entitled, "The higher immorality," and on pp. 338' 
3^1, he cited several examples of what he considered 
to be public immorality.
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management and decisions by public leaders 5 or even 
the hedonistic lifestyles of elitist groups In the 
society. The man who does not take a moral position 
is also immoralj‘thus the intellectual, a man suppos­
edly of reason, and with the ability to choose among 
alternatives, who does not make his values explicit, 
is allowing immoral individuals to exploit others.
As far as Mills was concerned, any man who claims, or 
is believed, to be of substantial reason, and who re­
fuses, or cannot, universalize his values in terms 
of their benefit for the whole society, is either 
immoral or ignorant.
Mills' absolute moral position also meant that 
he was often critical of others, was easily outraged, 
and was not frequently kind to those with whom he 
disagreed. Charles Frankel, a Columbia philosopher 
whom Mills criticised for taking part in the war 
effort (Gillam, 1966, p. 11^), therefore said of him 
that he wished to be a moralist but did not have the 
equipment. He thought that Mills knew so little about 
people that he really had no idea if the typist he 
wrote about in White Collar , and for whom he felt 
so sorry, was as unhappy as he imagined. His brutal 
criticisms also led to the feeling that he loved 
people in theory but found it hard to relate to them
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Regardless of what may be considered personal 
shortcomings, Mills nevertheless tried to be moral, 
to state his values in terms of their good for the 
betterment of all mankind, and very often to cast his 
terms in moral absolutes. He was a very practical man, 
yet seemed to be an idealisti he did not condone the 
petty, he would not compromise, he believed in abso­
lute dedication to whatever he did and expected this 
of everyone; yet he was a practical man who realized 
the futility of his efforts, though somewhere in the 
back of his mind he hoped that men would be able to 
attain the Utopian society he dreamt of.
To achieve the Utopian society of free men, Mills 
assigned the intellectual, and especially the social
Q
scientist, a specific and very important role.' His 
program was directed by his values of freedom and 
rationality, as well as elements of these such as 
democracy, peace, and material well-being. These were
8 "Legend of the Left," Newsweek. 63 (May 1 1, 1964), 
pp. 91-92. This is, of course, ”the moral issue of the 
happy slave, or, as Mills termed it, the cheerful ro­
bot. See Sociological Imagination, p. 175. Mills felt 
it was his moral duty to notify the white collar work­
ers of the facts and alternatives— better to be an 
aware robot than a cheerful but unaware one.
9 C.W. Mills, "The social role of the intellectual," 
in Horowitz, 0£. clt.. p. 292.
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values, Mills believed, which, all men desired and held 
dear.
Criticisms of Social Science
Mills did not think that the intellectuals in 
his society were fulfilling the role they were supposed 
to, so he directed certain criticisms to them, stating 
the specific functions he thought they should perform.
He completely rejected the prevailing notion of
achieving a value-free sociology, and refuted the
so-called "end of ideology” consensus among social
10scientists prevalent at that time. It is impossible, 
Mills said, for the social scientist to detach him­
self from values, for he is already working on the 
basis of certain values inherent in the tradition of 
social sciences in Western society. These ideals are 
truth, freedom, and the role of reason in human en­
deavors. Mills, however, thought that many social 
scientists had lost sight of theses their work was 
too often directed by other Ideals, frequently even 
for selfish interests. He contended that it was the 
responsibility of the social scientist to be vigilant, 
to examine himself constantly in order to be aware of 
his every hidden value, and to realize that values
lO Daniel Bell, The End of Ideologyi On the Exhaus­
tion of Political Ideas in the Fifties (New York^ 19&2).
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are the primary materials of social science. He must 
realize that the problems he chooses to examine in 
society are usually manifestations of personal trou­
bles and public issues that have been threatened.
The social scientist, Mills believed, had con­
fused moral non-commitment with objectivity, but it 
was up to him to understand that his product could be 
utilized in the manipulations of human beings* and it 
was therefore his responsibility to see th&t it was 
not misused and that it was communicated to the pub­
lic. What Mills was doing, in effect, was forcing the 
social scientist to formulate an ideology, to state 
what motivates his work, and to say what purposes It 
should be used for. The scientist who is apolitical 
and refuses to state his values and the purposes of 
his work is in fact condoning the status quo by leaving 
it up to others to decide its uses, knowing quite well 
it is often used for limited interests.
Mills spent considerable effort criticising the 
entire field of sociology and the direction he saw 
it taking. Some of his best efforts were realized in 
Sociological Imagination, in which he discussed and 
rejected prevalent styles of social science research, 
which he believed were irrelevant to the human con­
dition. Mills always seemed to be at his best in pol­
emical writings, and this book is of that nature. It
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Is, in fact, a kind of sociological reflection on
Mills' parti it brings together, in a comprehensive
manner, most of his scattered thoughts on the disci-
11pline of sociology.
Grand Theory
Mills rejected, first of all, social science 
which lacked historical perspective, and which viewed 
society essentially as an equilibrium system main­
tained by functioning institutions. He was disturbed 
by theories which attributed mysterious cores or 
essential natures to man. What the sociologist essen­
tially observed, instead, was man agreeing and dis­
agreeing, conflict and cooperation, and men organizing 
and manipulating the world to suit their interests.
For these reasons, Mills objected to one style of so-
12cial science study which he called "Grand theory." 
Grand theory, for Mills, m s  signified by the works 
of Talcott Parsons and certain other intellectuals
11 Other earlier articles dealing with the concepts 
in The Sociological Imagination Include« "Two styles of 
research in current social studies," Philosophy of Sci­
ence 20« 4 (October, 1953)* PP» 266-275; mIBM Plus Re­
ality Plus Humanism= Sociology," Saturday Review of 
Literature (May, 1954), pp. Il-l6. He even touched on
a few themes developed in The Power Elite.
12 The Sociological Imagination, pp. 25-49. Also
in an article, WIBM Plus Reality Plus Humanism= Socio­
logy, " in I. Horowitz, ojo. clt.
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in the structural functionalist tradition. He also 
objected to obscurantism in grand theory, and the un­
intelligible nature of the grand theorists' writingsj 
but most of all he objected to the implied inevita­
bility of certain institutions and their functions 
in society. Mills could not accept any doctrine that 
inferred that man was guided by inevitable abstract 
forces, for he was an advocate of reason and will; 
a doctrine that spoke of inevitable social institu­
tions and that tried to describe all societies as 
autonomous systems which always conform to certain 
structures was too rigid; it did not leave room for 
the wilful, rational arrangement of society by the 
individuals in it. It also made it difficult to ex­
plain social change. Furthermore, the social scien­
tists who accept these conceptualizations, Mills 
thought, are in fact creating an ideology for those 
already in authority, for by this means those in power 
could justify their rule over institutions as though 
it were a necessary consequence of any society.
Abstracted Empiricism
The other style of social science research that 
Mills objected to was what he referred to as "abstract­
ed empiricism." The practician of this style whom 
Mills centered on was Paul Lazarsfeld, who conducted
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several public opinion polls dealing with advertising,
media research, and voting behaviour. Abstracted em- 
13piricism  ^generally involves molecular or small-scale 
problems, and uses statistical models of verification. 
In practice, the data are obtained through the set 
interview and population sampling, then punched on 
computer cards. Very often elaborate cross-tabulations 
and classifications are made and the result is con­
verted into some form of statistical assertion. Using 
exaggeration and wit to get his point across, Mills 
commented on the scientific pretensions of the group 
by describing them thus:
The first camp is that of the scientists 
who are very much concerned to be known as 
such. Among them, I am sure, are those who 
would love to wear white coats with an I.B.M. 
symbol of some sort on the breast pocket.
They are out. to do with society and history 
what they believe physicists have done with 
nature (Mills, 1963, p. 569).
Among this group, he said, is the higher statistician 
who breaks down truth and falsity into such fine par­
ticles that we cannot tell the difference between 
them, and who, by the costly rigour of his method, 
succeeds in trivializing man and society, and in the 
process, his own mind as well ( Mills, 1963, p. 569).
13 See The Sociological Imagination, pp. 50-75, and 
such articles as, "Two Styles of Research in Current 
Social Studies," in Power. Politics, and People.
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He did not, however, object to the method of study as 
much as the content. He showed he could engage In stat­
istical research as efficiently as any m am he directed
studies, for unions and government; he did a study of
l4
Puerto Rican migration; he worked on various other 
research projects for the Bureau of Applied Social 
Research at Columbia University. He could not, how­
ever, understand why anyone would waste time to study 
"the impact of work-play relationships among lower
income families on the south side of the block on 112th
15
Street between Amsterdam and Broadway." To Mills, 
the scope of abstracted empiricism was too narrow; 
its practicians were too timid to attack large prob­
lems or areas in which there was a scarcity of data.
He acknowledged that their method was often very pre­
cise, but claimed they had not used it to examine any­
thing worthwhile. They did not, he asserted, give much 
substantive knowledge, for "first there must be me­
thodological inquiries into methodology and inquiry" 
(Power, Politics, ■ and People, 1963. p. 560)•
14 C.W. Mills, The Puerto Rican Journeyt New York*s 
Newest Migrants (New York, 1950)".
15 Mills used this as an example to Dan Wakefield 
of the kinds of precise irrelevancles and trivia stu­
dents at Columbia were doing for their Ph.D. theses. 
See Dan Wakefield, "Taking it big; a memoir of C. 
Wright Mills," p. ?0.
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There were many who objected to Kills' criticisms, 
of course, and felt that he was unfair. They defended 
their work on the grounds that what they were doing 
might seem trivial to him, but they, like Mendel, 
whose experiments on peas also seemed trivial, might 
some day discover the equivalent of genetic laws. Mills, 
on the other hand, may have been reacting quite strongly 
to what he saw as a trend of the future. He envisioned 
a new breed of semi-trained social technicians who 
would merely be servants for the bureaucratic mach­
inery, and who were lacking severely in sociological 
imagination. Most of all, he could not accept the 
moral non-commitment of this group, who were willing 
to perceive themselves as mere service personnel avail­
able for the use of whoever was willing to pay for 
their services. This type of social scientist, Mills' 
claimed, was serving only his own and the bureaucratic 
interestsj he was unable to perceive society as a 
whole and could not place his work in perspective 
nor properly identify the root of his values. His 
pretensions to scientific objectivity were unreal; 
he was only shirking his responsibility in quanti­
fying everything and having nothing to say about the 
quality or value of his studies. Horowitz comments 
on the problem;
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The truth, of course, is not that values 
have actually disappeared from the social 
sciences, rather that the social scientist 
has become so identified with the going 
value system. This phenomenon serves to 
reinforce the view that sociological em­
piricism Is indeed the only form of use­
ful sociology, since it alone confirms 
the dominant American attitude regarding 
the morally uncommitted as the necessary 
counterpart to the scientifically ob­
jective (Horowitz, 1964, p. 10).
Mills' objections, then, to these two styles of 
social science research— grand theory and abstracted 
empiricism— were more than just an intellectual exer­
cise. Even his criticism of the "turgid and polysyll­
abic prose" which seems to prevail in the social sci­
ences was a personal attack. It is said that he him­
self attached a magical quality to the power of writing 
and tried to commit to paper, with precision, fluency, 
and clarity, all that he believed. He objected to what 
he considered the unpragmatic and general nature of 
grand theory, its obscurantism and dependence upon 
inevitabilities, and its lack of historical and bio­
graphical perspective. On the other hand, he disagreed 
with abstract empiricism for the small-scale problems 
it examined, its pretensions to be like the natural 
sciences, its lack of historical perspective, and its 
lack of moral judgment and value orientation. Mills' 
alternative for these two styles is what he called 
the sociological imagination.
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Social Role of the Intellectual
The sociological imagination enables its 
possessor.to understand the larger his­
torical scene in terms of its meaning for 
inner life and external career of a var­
iety of Individuals. It enables him to 
take into account how individuals, in the 
welter of their daily experience, often 
become falsely conscious of their social 
position. Within that welter, the frame­
work of modern society is sought, and 
within that framework the psychologies 
of a variety of men and women are for­
mulated. By such means the personal un­
easiness of individuals is focused upon 
explicit troubles and the indifference 
of publics is transformed into involve­
ment with public issues (Kills, 1959t 
P. 5). ...............
Mills outlines the three roles he sees social 
scientists traditionally conceiving themselves of 
filling. First, is that of the phllosopher-king gen­
erally associated with Auguste Comte. This role stresses 
the Importance of reason in human affairs and believes 
the man of reason is best equipped to lead society.
This position, however, is rejected because it is 
undemocratic and involves an aristocracy. The second, 
most usual, role is to be the advisor to the king.
This position, too, is rejected by Mills, because the 
social scientist tends to become a part of function­
ally rational bureaucracies and so loses his moral 
autonomy and substantive rationality. The third role 
is the one Mills chose, that of the social scientist
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who must remain independent, selecting his own prob­
lems and own work, and directing it to publics and 
kings alike.
Such an independent social scientist should per­
form the following functions»
1. He should be a political intellectual. Such an 
intellectual is "one who refuses to accept injus­
tice as fate and whose refusal takes a political 
form" (Gillam, 1966, p. 84).
2. He should determine the limits of freedom and the 
role of reason in history, once he accepts those 
values. Although he is independent, he should not 
see himself standing outside society, for no man 
can do that} but he should be aware of where he is 
located within it (Sociological Imagination, p. 184).
3* His task is to transcend the milieu in which he 
lives, and as an educator should not only teach 
technical skills but also how the public is to 
transcend their milieux, how to debate and decide 
what they want out of life, and how to cultivate 
their values (Sociological Imagination, pp. i84- 
185).
4. He should study the chances of men, in any given 
social structure, to become free, rational individ­
uals. He should study the chance of every man to
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act with consequence on the structure of his so­
ciety. This means he should study the structure 
of power and its sources (Sociological Imagination, 
p. 184).
5. Once the social scientist has done these things
he should direct his work to three audiencesi those 
men who have power and are aware of itj those whose 
actions have consequences but are not aware of it; 
and those without any power whose awareness is 
confined to their everyday milieux. He should trans­
late personal troubles and show how they relate 
to structural Issues for these people (Soclologl- - \ 
cal Imagination, p. 185).
This last belief lay at the bottom of Mills' pamphlet­
eering towards the end of his career, and his call for 
the deprofessionalisation of sociology and its return 
to the public from which it came.
What are the chances of success for social sci­
ence to free society? Mills did not think the chances 
were very good, given the political structure in which 
we now live. He was an optimist and an idealist, but 
he recognized certain practical factors which would
prevent social science from performing the functions 
he outlined. What are required for the social scien­
tist to play his role effectively, he said, are par-* 
ties, movements, and publics having two characteristics!
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that "within them ideas and alternatives of social 
life are truly debated} and that they have a chance 
really to influence decisions of structural conse­
quence"' (Mills, '1959, P« 190). He summarizes his views 
on this pointi
I do not believe social science will "save 
the world"— a phrase which I take here to 
mean the avoidance of war and the rearrange­
ment of human reason and freedom; such know­
ledge as I have leads me to embrace rather 
pessimistic estimates of the chances. But 
even if that is where we now stand, still 
we must aski If there are ways out of the 
crises of our period by means of intellect, 
is it not up to the social scientist to 
state them? (Mills, 1959, p. 193).
Mills, then, perceived the only hope' for the 
ideal of freedom in society to rest in the intellect 
and man's ability to reason. The true social scientist 
should be a dedicated intellectual and within him 
should be seated the highest forms of reason and in­
tellect. It is, therefore, the responsibility of the 
social scientist to plan a free Utopian future for 
society; and to do this, he must accept the values of 
reason and freedom, be Independent, be political (that 
is, politically conscious), for to free individuals 
society must first be freed, and to free society in­
evitably involves the use of political power.
Every great thinker has been Influenced by some 
past intellectual tradition. Mills' values and perspective
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of sociology and society were no doubt also shaped by 
some such definite Intellectual tradition. Certain 
values and attitudes which he developed early in life 
may have been responsible for his selection of and 
attraction to specific theories and theorists; but 
these values were Inevitably broadened and clarified 
by those intellectual influences.
Intellectual Orientation
Mills said, "Every thinker tries to select his
l6
own intellectual past and is in turn shaped by it,"
His own intellectual past can easily be traced to his 
early mentors— Veblen and the pragmatists Dewey, Mead, 
James, and Pierce. His later writings were Influenced 
by the German thinkers Marx, Weber, and Mannheim, and 
those theorists of the Franco-Italian tradition such 
as Pareto, Mosca, Michels, and Sorel.
Veblen
Veblen was of singular importance in the develop­
ment of Mills' career. He was, as we have seen, Mills' 
intellectual hero, and it was from him that Mills 
borrowed his form of evolutionary institutional anal­
ysis. Both analyzed society in terms of Its ''elite."
For Veblen, it was the "vested Interest" and the "leisure
l6 C.W. Mills, Images of Man* The Classic Tradition 
in Sociology (New York, 19&0) » P« 12.
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class," while Mills spoke in terms of the "power elite."
They are often compared as social critics, and they
shared several common valuest peace, rationality, de-
17mocracy, and the material well-being of man.
It is suggested that Veblen was more than a mere
intellectual influence on Mills, for Mills seemed to
identify even with his very egocentric personality,
and appeared to make efforts to incorporate aspects
18
of that personality into his own. Veblen was to Mills 
a home-grown radical much like those "recalcitrant 
Americans," the Wobblies, a group of radical industrial
19 ......
workers that Mills deeply admired.
Mills said of Veblen1
He was a masterless, recalcitrant man, and 
if we must group him somewhere in the Ameri­
can scene, it is with those most recalci­
trant Americans, the Wobblies. On the edges
17 Dowd, 0£. cit., pp. 5^-65.
18 See R.A. Gillam, pp. ^2-^3 (footnote). He thinks 
Mills had created a mythical figure of Veblen much as 
he had of his grandfather, making him as he wanted him 
to be, not as he was. He seems to have modelled Veblen 
after Mills rather than Mills after Veblen.
19 The exact origin of the name "Wobbly" is obscure, 
but it was the common nickname of members of the Indust­
rial Workers of the World, a trade union from 1905 to 
1917 in the U.S. They valued their independence and opp­
osed many capitalist practices in America's labour sys­
tem. Many of their aims, practices, and attitudes corres­
ponded to those of Mills. For a complete history, see
P.S. Foner, History of the Labour Movement in the United 
States. Vol.-V  '(New York, 193 5).
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of the higher learning, Veblen tried to 
live like a Wobbly, It was a strange place 
for such an attempt. The Wobblies were not 
learned, but they were like Veblen, master- 
less men, and the only non-middle class 
movement of revolt in twentieth century 
America. With his acute discontent and shy­
ness of program, Veblen was a sort of in­
tellectual Wobbly.20
He also wrote of himself» "I am a Wobbly. I mean this 
spiritually and politically" (Gillam, 1966, p. *4-2).
Besides Veblen, there was another native intell­
ectual influence operating on Mills— the pragmatist.
Pragmatism
Horowitz explains Kills' attitude to pragmatism*
It has been wisely said that man never really 
overcomes his first love. I take this to be 
the case in intellectual matters no less than 
in romantic affairs. Kills' first intellect­
ual attraction was for pragmatism. As a 
young scholar it was for him a way of life, 
a set of propositions about the nature of 
the world. 1
Pragmatism concerns the practical and the efficient, 
and one of its basic precepts is that every truth has 
practical consequences; and these consequences are the 
test of truth. It was a general philosophy or mental
20 Mills, in his Introduction to Veblen's The Theory 
of the Leisure Classi An Economic Study of Institutions 
"[New York'i 1953) * P* lx.
21 C.W. Mills, Sociology and Pragmatismi The Higher 
Learning in America, Irving Horowitz, ed. (New York*
1966), pp. 11-12. See the Introduction for a fuller 
description of the pragmatists' influence on Mills.
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attitude that was part of a reaction against the in-
tellectualistic speculation which was so common in
22modern metaphysics. The pragmatic movement is most
often associated, with Charles Sander Peirce, William
James, and John Dewey, and it is from them that Mills
acquired some of his pragmatic outlook and developed
23his own pragmatic attitudes.  ^In fact, Mills' majored 
in philosophy, as we have seen, and his Ph.D. disser­
tation, "A Sociological Account of Pragmatism," was an 
effort to determine the concepts of Peirce, James and
Dewey in terms of their sociological context and their
2krespective careers. ..........
Pragmatism was probably attractive to Mills be­
cause it supported his own beliefs, in its emphasis 
"upon the power of man's intelligence to control his 
destiny" (Mills, 1963, p. 292). Through the prag­
matists, he developed a concern for social problems
22 Encyclopedia Brittanica, "Pragmatism," Vol. XXII, 
eleventh edition, 1911.
23 For a more thorough treatment of pragmatic thinkers 
in the U.S., see Andrew Reck, Recent American Philosophy 
(New York, 1962); Alfred Ayer, The Origins of Pragmat­
ism ! Studies in the Philosophy of Charles Sander Ieirce 
and William James (London, 1968); Morton White, Social 
Thought in America (Boston, 1957): et al.
2k Previously unpublished, but now called Socio­
logy and Pragmatism, edited and with an introduction 
by Irving Horowitz.
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and a contempt for metaphysics. His early rejection 
of religion indicated his own developing dislike for 
transcendental concepts, and later, his criticisms of 
general theories'of action, which he believed specu­
lated a great deal about the nature of society and man 
but did not demonstrate enough, also revealed his prag­
matic spirit.
Horowitz suggests that it was.this base that 
accounted for his high regard for labour intellectuals. 
As opposed to academic intellectuals, labour intellec­
tuals were in the midst of action and creative pro­
cesses, and were able to ground their theories and 
test their ideas in action. Mills himself became allied 
with the labour movement, and wrote almost exclusively 
for them in the late Forties.
Mills’ approach to social psychology seems also 
to have been anchored in the pragmatist tradition, 
especially in the work of G.H. Mead.
25 C.W. Mills, The New Men of Powert America1s Labor 
Leaders (New York, 194BJ7
26 In the Forties, Mills published at least twelve 
articles related to labour; eight of these were pub­
lished in Labour and Nation. Labour and Nation was 
started by J.B.S. Hardman in 19^5, in the hopes of pro­
viding a forum for members and intellectuals from both 
the American Federation of Labour and the Congress of 
Industrial Organization.
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Mead and Freud
John Dewey, William James, and George Herbert
Mead were involved in that perspective of functional
psychology which is concerned with the function of the
mind and how it is used in the adaptation of the or-
27
ganlsm to its environment. Like the sociology of 
knowledge, it emphasized the importance of the inter­
dependent relationship between the individual and the 
group. Mills’ strong interest in the sociology of know­
ledge was no doubt nurtured by the social philosophy 
of Dewey and Jamess but it was from.Mead .that,he ac­
quired the essence of his social psychology.
Mills' major concern in social psychology was in 
pinning down the precise mechanism by which the indi­
vidual and the group were linked and maintained. This
process is what is Involved in the formation of charac- 
28
ter structure. Mills thought that Mead's concept of 
"the generalized other" was the most explicit theory 
yet formulated to deal with the question. The "gener­
alized other" was basically an internalized audience
of significant people in the thinker's life with whom
27 See Duane P. Schultz, A History of Modern Psy­
chology (New York, 1969)» PP* §4-150 •'
28 C.W. Mills, Character and Social Structure.
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29he conversed. In making any decision the individual 
consults with this internalized audience. For Mills, 
this was an adequate explanation of the development 
of social consciousness and social conscience.
Mills believed that Freud, too, played an impor­
tant part in the formulation of a theory of character 
30
structure. Freud's concept of the superego, which 
Mills indicated as being the closest point of contact 
between Mead and Freud, specifies the social and bio­
graphical locus of the generalized other. Freud's 
theory emphasized the importance of the family in the 
early phases of development and in the acquisition of 
conscience. There was a shortcoming, however, that 
Mills thought was inherent in Freudian theory« its 
concern with attributing social regularities to uni­
versal constants. This, he thought, made Freud's no­
tion Of personality socially inflexible.
Mills thought that when Freud and Mead were in­
tegrated, they provided one of the best models of 
character structure, but that their conceptions of 
social structure were inadequate. For this, he looked 
to Marx, Mannheim, and Weber.
29 For a thorough discussion of Mead's concepts, see 
G.H. Mead, Mind, Self, and Society (Chicago, 193^)•
3° Character and Social Structure, pp. xlv-xvii.
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Marx, Weber, Mannheim, at al.
Mills was duly Impressed by the great historical 
perspective of Marx, Mannheim, and Weber. He admired 
their ability to compare large social entities in diff­
erent historical epochs, and to demonstrate the vary­
ing effects these social entities and historical per­
iods had on the individuals in them. Most important, 
they showed that there were concrete connections be­
tween the individual modes of thought and the insti­
tutions and social structures that existed.
Although Mills believed these men to be develop­
ers of the most complete models of social' structure, 
he also perceived a shortcoming in their work. He was 
not satisfied with what he considered their obscure 
psychology which tried to link the individual and so­
ciety. Although they had established a definite link, 
they were not sufficiently explicit; they did not ex­
plore the mechanism by which the link was made. In 
"Language, Logic, and Culture," Mills criticized the 
Marxist for inadequate analysis in trying to relate 
ideas and societal factors, for example. Even more 
sophisticated sociologies of knowledge, like Mannheim's, 
demonstrated the same deficiency. To Mills, Mannheim's 
use of the term "collective unconscious" was utilized 
to cover up this psychological inadequacy.
Mills saw it as his task to clear up the problem
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
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this could be accomplished, he claimed, by Integrating 
the character structure models of Freud and especially 
Mead with the social structure models of Mannheim,
Marx, and Weber. Through Mead’s significant and gen­
eralized other, the process could be easily demonstrated 
by which individuals develop patterns of behaviour 
and ways of thinking which were in accordance with the 
groups and institutional structures to which they may 
belong.
Marx was perhaps the first to emphasize how in­
stitutional structures could create ideas and ways of 
thinking, and Mannheim later developed the concepts 
to a higher degree. Mills, however, did not approach 
this major sociology of knowledge concept directly 
through Marx or Mannheim. It seems that Marxism was a
relatively late development for him, one that he app-
31roached indirectly through Veblen. The Marxist,, for
example, was a late effort on Mills' part to carry
on the dialogue with Marx that other theoreticians
before him had begun. He did, however, hint at the
central importance of Marx in an earlier book, The
32
Images of Man.
In Images of Man, Mills noted that Weber was also
31 C.W. Mills, The Marxist (New York, 1962).
32 C.W. Mills, The Images of Man (New York, i960).
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essentially responding to Marx in his writings, although
he took the opposite course, emphasizing the effects
independent ideas had on modifying or creating insti- 
33tutlons;
Mills, like Weber, believed strongly in the prac­
tical worth and power of ideas, but he saw the idea 
as a tool to be used by the intellectual whose essen­
tial role was to be a purveyor of ideas in political 
movements. It was the task of the individual to create 
an ideology around which the people could coalesce.
Mills had a life-long interest in Weber apart 
from his concern with the theories of the influence 
of ideasi he was later to adapt Weber's analysis of 
bureaucracy, as well as to collaborate with Hans Gerth 
in writing an introduction and publishing a book of 
Weber’s essays, From Max Weberi Essays in Sociology.
Finally, theorists from the Franco-Italian tra­
dition also influenced Mills, especially in his anal­
ysis of power and bureaucracy. In writing about the 
classic theorists, Mills noted that Mosca, Michels, 
and Pareto, in their several ways, traced out various
33 Kax Weber, The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit 
of Capitalism (New York, 1958)• Weber shows the auto­
nomous role of ideas in the origin of capitalism. He 
demonstrated how religious ideas indirectly contri­
buted to the rise of a capitalist economy.
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meanings of bureaucracy, and introduced ideas of "the 
ruling class" or "elite." Mills used Michel and Mos- 
ca's ideas extensively, modifying them in his work on 
the power elite.' In Images of Man, he considers Par­
eto's voluminous work on mind and society as somewhat 
pretentious, but gives him credit for the idea of the 
elites.
In addition to the preceding intellectual influ­
ences, there seems to have been a detectable pattern 
in Mills' intellectual development.
Intellectual Stages
Mills' intellectual development passed through 
distinct stages. Horowitz perceived him as passing 
throught three such stages» first, philosophy; second, 
an Intensive period of empirical research in the mid­
dle Forties; and thirdly, an effort at combining these 
into a workable style of sociological reflection.
During these stages, he concentrated on four topics 
of dlscussion« knowledge, people, power, and politics.^ 
This writer found these same categories efficacious 
and will use a modified version. It is preferable not 
to classify his sociological reflection as a distinct 
phase, for these were themes Mills dealt with through­
out his career.
34 Power, Politics, and People, p. 2.
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Knowledge and Social Philosophy
In the early Forties, Mills' major articles were 
important contributions to the relatively new field 
of the sociology of knowledge. His first article, 
"Language, Logic, and Culture," was an elaboration on 
Mead's work in the explanation of mind and society.
Mills thought that previous contributions to the socio­
logy of knowledge did not adequately explain the mech­
anism that connects mind and society, so he proposed 
two hypotheses to help in the endeavor. The first was 
drawn from Mead's "generalized other" and "internal­
ized audience." This, for him, was an adequate con­
ceptualization and connection between the individual 
thinker and the group. The second hypothesis dealt 
with the place of language and logic in the thought 
process. With our acquisition of language, Mills be­
lieved, we are given structured ways of the group and 
the values implied in these ways. "Our behaviour and 
perception, our logic and thought, come within the 
controls of a system of language" (Mills, 1939» P* ^33)• 
Due to these factors, he felt we could locate a thinker 
socially and politically by analysing his vocabulary 
and the meanings attached to the words.
Another notable contribution was the article, 
"Situated Actions and Vocabularies of Motives," which
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further elaborated on problems first touched on in
35"Language, Logic, and Culture." In part, it was a 
rebuttal to Freud's Instinctual theory of motives; 
Mills stated that motives should not be looked at as 
an expression of prior elements within the individual. 
These well-springs of action are not available to us. 
Rather, we should see motives as a type of vocabulary 
used in specific situations. Motives are learned cul­
turally; they are "accepted justifications for pre­
sent, future, and past programs of acts" (Power, Pol­
itics , and People, p. 4L3). He also argued that vo­
cabularies of motives were individually distinct, as 
in the case of Freudian motives which are mainly sex­
ual, Marxian motives which are primarily economic, 
and the fact that most of the sociologists who attack­
ed cities were from small towns or rural areas. Thus, 
if motives are perceived as vocabularies, we can lo­
cate an individual within the social structure by ex­
amining the language.
In "Methodological Consequences of the Sociology 
36of Knowledge," he again developed themes from his
35 Mills, in American Sociological Review, Vol. V,
6 (December, 19^0), pp. 90L-913.
36 Mills, in American Journal of Sociology, XLVI,
3 (November, 19^0), pp. 316-330.
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first articles, and he also argued with those eminent 
thinkers of his time who thought that the sociology 
of knowledge was not related to epistemology. These 
thinkers, he asserted, believed in a universal truth 
Independent of social and historical factors. To Mills, 
truth made sense only in terms of some accepted model 
of verification which in turn was itself a social pro­
duct. The sociology of knowledge may lead to episte- 
mologlcal consequences by building a sounder and more 
critical method for social research. Mills said,
The content of social sciences should be 
detected... how values creep in, and. how,, 
if at all, they condition the direction, 
completeness, and warrantability of the re­
sults of research (Power, Politics, and 
People, p. 465).
Other articles in the sociology of knowledge in­
clude! "The Language and Ideas of Ancient China* Mar­
cel Garnet’s Contribution to the Sociology of Know- 
37
ledge”} "The Professional Ideology of Social Path-
38
ologists," in which he examined the textbooks in 
the field of social disorganization and found a common 
style of thought and a liberal ideology among the authors, 
who were all from similar backgrounds.
Mills never neglected the ideas developed in these
37 Power, Politics. and People, pp. 469-520.
38 Ibid., pp. 525-552.
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earlier stages? in fact, he tried to direct all his 
work with the precepts of the sociology of knowledge 
in mind; but he moved on to another academic phase in 
which he did extensive empirical work dealing with the 
problems of everyday people.
Empirical Research
In the late Forties, Mills launched a series of 
studies on such people as labour leaders, business
39and political elites, and the middle class in America.
He wrote several articles on subjects and problems
which were the concerns of all people; sex, women,
the designer, work and leisure, big cities, and mor- 
Aoality.
The most well-known work of his concern with pub­
lics, or the middle classes, is White Collar. This 
book originated from his study of the "new middle 
classes" of six years earlier, in 19^5* White Collar
39 "The Trade Union Leader; A Collective Portrait," 
Public Opinion Quarterly. 9, 2 (Summer, 19^5), PP* 158- 
l7 j?; Power, Politics, and People, pp. 77—9 6; "The Am­
erican Business Elite; A Collective Portrait," Journal 
of Economic History, ^ (December, 19^5)» PP* 120- 
lP+; Power, Politics, and People, pp. 110-139.
AO See such articles as, "The Competitive-Person­
ality," "Plain Talk on Fancy Sex," ^Diagnosis of Our 
Moral Uneasiness," "Women; The Darling Little Slaves," 
"The Big Cities; Private Troubles and Public Issues." 
All are included in Power, Politics, and People. Part 
III— People.
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is Mills' vision of a predominant section of American 
society and the direction in which most of society is 
moving. He saw them mainly as an alienated, unorgan­
ized, dependent group of basically powerless people 
much like the often-discussed alienated blue-collar 
labourers. They worked at non-manual labour at better 
than average wages, and their social and political 
aspirations were towards a middle course. In effect, 
they had no ideology, no guiding ideals such as rea­
son and freedom. They were a class without property, 
that supported in apparently contradictory ways the 
views of the bourgeois controllers of the means of 
production. They Included such people as floorwalkers, 
typists, middle managers, foremen, laboratory assis­
tants, various technicians, salesgirls, engineers, 
and a thousand kinds of clerks. These people lived a 
mass life, Mills believed, and were in many ways a 
classic example of Durkheim's anomic conceptualization. 
Mills believed their supposed malaise came from a de­
cline of an aggressively libertarian, property-owning 
middle class. Some critics of Mills argued that these 
people that he had such pity for may not have been all 
that unhappy. Mills, probably, would have attributed
See discussion of the "cheerful robot" in The 
Sociological Imagination, p. 175i and earlier in the thesis.
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even their happiness to a false consciousness on their 
part. He therefore felt it his duty, and the duty of 
other Intellectuals, to expose the true factors of 
their condition; in order to let them be aware that 
they were really a massive, powerless, dependent force 
pushed this way and that by a selfish elite. He tried 
to show that the days of free enterprise were really 
over, that the small businesses and Independent entre­
preneurs were things of the past.
It is often said that White Collar was an expression
of Mills' personal vision, and a desire to articulate
A2
his own experience in New York City. It was also an 
outline of the private troubles of a significant pro­
portion of the United States.
At the end of this phase Mills moved into a pri­
marily political dimension. He had dealt with people 
and their private troubles, and now he was ready to 
relate these troubles to public Issues and structur­
al processes.
*t-2 Halph Mlliband, The New Sociology, p. 79; and 
Dan Wakefield, "Taking it big." Mills, in fact, ad­
mitted to Wakefield that White Collar was his impre^ 
ss-lon of New York City.
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CHAPTER III 
Power and Politics
In many ways, Max Weber's life and thought 
are expressions of political events and 
concerns. His political stands which must 
be understood in terms of private contexts 
as well as public happenings, make up a 
theme inextricably interwoven with Weber 
the man and the intellectual. For he was 
a man and a political intellectual (Gerth 
and Mills, 19^6, P* 32).
The preceding passage from Gerth and Mills' book 
could very well have been written about Mills himself, 
for he too was a political intellectual. He was, how­
ever, best known for his radical political ideas, and 
it was in this dimension that he probably had the
greatest effect. He was considered the leading figure
1
among the critics of that era In American history.
It should be noted, however, that he was not always 
a political radical.
Radical Political Development
It is said of Mills that it was the war that
1 See T.B. Bottomore, Critics of Societyt Radical 
Thought in North America TLoncl'oh, 1967) » P» 5^* He iden- 
tified three periods in American history when critical 
thought was at a peak— the 1900's. 1930's, and i960's. 
Mills was named the foremost critic of the 1950's, 
whose critical thoughts marked the beginning of the 
period that peaked in the i960's.
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triggered his political radicalism. He himself said
that the war led him to a greatly increased interest
2
in politics (Gillam, 1966, p. ?0). Following the war 
closely, and. "thinking about it," he recalled., "made 
me a radical" (Gillam, 1966, p. 79)* In 19^0, Mills 
was not yet a political intellectual? this was in part 
due to his age and place of birth. In the Thirties, 
he was too young for active political involvement, and 
he lived in a part of the.United States not as radical 
as the urban centres. During these early years, he was 
still studying philosophy, and in the Thirties was 
"reading the literature of the Twenties." "During the 
Thirties," he remembered, "I was living in the Twen­
ties and...during the early Forties, I was living in 
the Thirties" (Gillam, 1966, p. 7l)»
Although the war may have triggered Mills' radi­
calism, there were already certain prior elements that 
facilitated the conversion and stirred his interest 
in political affairs. This led Kenneth Stamp, an asso­
ciate of Mills, to say,
I don't really think that the post-19^-6 Mills 
was all that different from the Mills of 
19^2 to 19^6. He was always the outsidert 
always the rebel, always the slightly paranoid
2 "In threatening personal terms," Mills wrote, "the 
war meant the rural idiocy and militarism of Texas A 
and M. In intellectual terms...it meant a greatly in­
creased interest in politics."
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believer in plots against himself and 
against the "good guys" generally. He was 
constantly scrutinizing his friends for 
signs that they were temporizing, com­
promising— "selling out."3
The writer would suggest again, like Gillam and 
others, that the following elements helped to stimu­
late his political interest!
1. His temperament, his personal quest for freedom 
and independence, led to his concern with politics 
and power, since he believed that personal and pub­
lic issues Intersect, and therefore to achieve 
solutions for one means to achieve solutions for 
the other.
2. His association with Gerth, Stampp, and Hofstadter, 
and later Franz Neuman, at Columbia, also helped 
to stimulate his interest.
3* The war, acting as a catalyst in combination with 
some of the preceding elements, was the final fac­
tor.
Power
Most of Mills' political works were geared towards 
power— its location, its form, how it is used, by whom, 
and for what purposes. He defines power as having "to 
do with whatever decisions men make about the arrangements
3 Stampp to Gillam in an interview. Gillam, p. 110.
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under which they live and about the events that make 
up the history of their times'* (Power. Politics. and 
People, p. 23). To understand why Mills was so con­
cerned with power, we must take into consideration 
his personal feelings about it and the social context 
in which he lived.
As Horowitz points out, the dominant wings of 
sociology during the time Mills was most active (19^0- 
1960) tended to perceive power as an intricate system 
of "pattern maintenance" and "tension management." It 
was seen as something to be viewed with awe*— a kind 
of abstract divine force that was self-regulating 
(Power. Politics. and People, pp. 9-10). Furthermore, 
the uneven distribution of power was legitimized by 
functional structural theory, which took for granted 
the structural need or functional requirement of stra­
tification and the inevitability of bureaucracy.
This kind of doctrine was totally unacceptable 
to Millsj it was against all his personal beliefs, so 
he spent considerable effort rejecting this theory and 
any other claims for power that were at odds with his 
own values. He realized that power in a highly bureau­
cratized and capitalistic society often functioned as 
an independent variable; but he was not willing to 
accept it as being inevitable or out of human control,
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Power, he felt, rested ultimately in human beings and 
its human uses, and is therefore manipulable and ought 
to be controlled. Power should be an individual commo­
dity in.that each individual should be able to act 
with significance upon his environment. But this is 
not what Mills saw happening universally, and especially 
in American society.
Perspectives of American Society
How did Mills percieve American society? Funda­
mentally, what he saw was a mass society without hope 
or plan, a society of white collar workers and power­
less little men ruled by an immoral and mindless elite,
^ See Mills' review of Charles Morris' book, Paths 
of Life: Preface to a World Religion ( New York, 19^ -2). 
See also C.W. Mills, "Pragmatism, Politics, and Reli­
gion," originally in The New Leader (August and Sept­
ember, 19^2); and Power Politics, and People, pp. 159- 
169.
In his book, Morris presented a quasi-religious 
approach to life. He considered six philosophies: the 
Buddhist path of detachment from desire; the Dionysian 
path of abandonment to primitive impulse; the Prome­
thean path to creative work; the Appolonian path of 
moderation; the Christian path of love; and the Moham­
medan way of holy war. Morris rejects these for a sev­
enth, the "Maitreyan path," a combination of the Dio­
nysian, Promethean, and the Buddhist.
Mills disagreed with Morris' approach. He thought 
it was a f o r m  o f  s e l f - a l i e n a t i o n ,  that M o r r i s  c r e a t e d  
an island within. Mills contended that to attain social 
change, we must work in the environment, we must use 
political power, for power is not in the hearts of men, 
but resides without. Morris' paths of life and "types 
of personality," with the former seated in the latter, 
leaned, for Mills, towards a biological determinism.
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and a world travelling towards World War III. He looked 
towards the convergence of the intellectuals and labour 
for hope; but the intellectuals refused to formulate 
an Ideology and withdrew instead from politics, while 
the labour leaders moved up to the middle levels of 
power and lost sight of their original goals.
Power Elite
Mills located the locus of power in three realms 
in the United Statesi the political, the economic, and 
the military.^ The few people who control these in­
stitutions had the power to make decisions that would 
modify the milieux of many other men. These institutions, 
he contended, were no longer unconnected distinct spheres, 
but were linked into a political economy tied up with 
the military. This had ascendancy over all other in­
stitutions such as education, religion, and the family. 
The men who controlled these Institutions he called 
the "power elite." They were men of similar origin, 
education, career, and style of life, who rose to power 
because of certain institutional trends and opportu­
nities of which they availed themselves, and, in the
process, created a liaison between these various in­
stitutions. Mills did not think these elites were
5 C.W. Mills, The Power Elite, and "The Structure 
of Power in American Society," Power, Politics, and 
People, pp. 23-38.
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representative men. They were, in his estimation, im­
moral men who were selected "by the means of power, 
the sources of wealth, and the mechanics of celebrity," 
and "they succeeded within the American system of or­
ganized irresponsibility" (Power Elite, p. 3^1). These 
were men who had power and were aware of it and its 
consequences.
Below the power elite were the middle levels of 
power, where groups of men struggled among themselves 
for power. They included labour unions, professional 
politicians, farm organizations, pressure groups, the 
Congress, and various interest groups such as univer­
sities. These men were not really Involved with nation­
al interests; they were trying to achieve an advantage 
for themselves. These groups had some power but were 
not aware of its consequences, and in many cases were 
not interested.
At the bottom was the mass society. Its elements 
had little or no power, were unorganized, and had no 
Ideology of their own, and were manipulated from the 
top. They included the expanding middle class, or white 
collar workers, and the remaining working class; but 
these two classes had developed a form of false con­
sciousness. The white collars tried to remain distinct 
from the working class, and had expectations of working
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their way to a more prestigious position, while the 
working class had accepted the values of the mass so­
ciety, hoping for themselves and their children to rise 
to the white collar level. These groups "vicariously 
enjoy the prerogatives of the corporate rich, the noc­
turnal antics of the celebrity, and the sad-happy life 
of the very rich" (Power Elite, p. 3^5)•
Mills' power elite concept probably drew the most 
criticism of all his works. Many of the criticisms
were favourable, but they were matched by just as many
6
unfavourable ones.
Critics of The Power Elite
Mills classified his several critics into three 
categories* liberal, radical, and highbrow. Among his 
contemporary liberal critics were included such people 
as Robert Dahl, William Kornhauser, Talcott Parsons, 
Dennis Wrong, and A.A. Berle, Jr. They saw the power 
elite as a provocative but generally mistaken analysis 
of American society. They also disliked his method­
ology! and, in part, some of them were reacting to his
personal attacks on them for their "celebration" of
6 For a comprehensive bibliography of review arti­
cles and essays on Mills’ works, see Power, Politics. 
and People, pp. 632-6^1 ; for criticisms of Power Elite 
see Domhoff and Ballard, C. Wright Mills and the Power 
Elite (Boston, 1968).
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7American government. Also of note Is Arnold.Rose, a
. . 8 
later critic who would also fit into this category.
The general attitude of this group was summed up by
Parsons and Rose, who disagreed with Mills' concept
of power. Parsons argues that Mills adopted only one
version of poweri
The essential point...is that, to Mills, 
power is not a facility for the perfor­
mance of function...on behalf of the so­
ciety as a system, but it is interpreted 
exclusively as a facility for getting what 
one group, the holders of power, wants by 
preventing another group, the outs, from 
getting what it wants.
Parsons described power as having distributive func­
tions as well as collective ones. Power is, he said,
...the capacity to mobilize the resources 
of the society for the attainment of goals 
for which a general "public” commitment 
has been made, or may be made (Parsons,
I9 6 0, p. 221).
His basic disagreement with Mills was that the socio­
economic foundation is not particularly crucial to 
the question of power. He thought Mills underplayed
7 For his discussion of celebration, see ^he Power 
Elite, pp. 325-3^2, especially p. 335; and Power, Pol­
itics , and People, pp. 208-220.
8 Arnold M. Rose, The Power Structurei Political 
Process in American Society (New York, 1967).
9 Talcott Parsons, Structure and Process in Modern 
Societies (New York, i960), p. 220s also in, "The Dis­
tribution of Power in American Society," World Poli­
tics (October, 1957)1 PP* 123-1^3.
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the role of political parties and the judiciary, and 
he insisted that power serves to regulate the social 
order. Rose disagreed with what he considered to be 
an "economic-elite dominance'* hypothesis by Mills, and 
he proposed a "multi-influence hypothesis" instead.
He contended that Mills' presentation of the relation 
between the economic elite and the political process 
was oversimplified, and that his power elite concept 
of American society was, on the whole, a bad carica­
ture. In The Power Structure. Rose undertook a com­
prehensive critique of Mills' Power Elite and of Floyd
Hunter's Community Power Structure, which tended to
10
back up Mills' concepts with statistical data.
Among Mills' radical critics were Robert Lynd, 
Paul Sweezy, and Herbert Aptheker. These critics app­
lauded The Power Elite, but they were Marxist oriented 
and thought Mills did not go far enough in his attack 
on American society. They did not like Mills' rejec­
tion of a class concept for an elitist one. In The 
World of C. Wright Mills, Aptheker voiced three main 
areas of disagreementt Mills' concept of the power 
elite as all-powerful, and the masses of people gen­
erally powerless; Mills' offer of a triangular power
10 Floyd Hunter, Community Power Structure (Chapel 
Hill, 1953).
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elite in preference to that of a ruling class; and his
tendency to identify the characteristics of the Ameri-
11can people with that of the elite. Aptheker believed 
•that the masses have more power than Mills suggested, 
even though it is not always expressed in definitive 
action. He thought that the majority of Americans are 
not necessarily corrupted by the immorality of the 
elite, but are basically hard-working, moral indivi­
duals. He also contended that Mills' analysis would 
have been more complete if he had taken into deeper 
consideration the reality of poverty and relative in­
comes, intra-class differences and conflicts, and the 
role of blacks in American history.
"Highbrow" critics were more concerned with The 
Power Elite as an event than as a theory. They included 
Philip Rieff, Richard Rovere, and Daniel Bell. Mills 
described these critics as standing outside the book, 
men who were more concerned with its effect than with 
its truth content.
Mills' description of the unequal distribution 
of power among the masses and the elite of American 
society, was probably the most discussed aspect of his 
theories 5 but he was not satisfied with merely describing
11 Herbert Aptheker, The World of C. Wright Mills 
(New York, i960), pp. 19-37*
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or exposing the facts as he saw them. He also tried to 
analyse what he thought was the source of the problem, 
and he suggested a prescription. One of the major prob­
lems, Mills thought, was related to the fact that there 
seemed to be no set of moral beliefs or worthwhile code 
of values to which the society could respond. In fact, 
he thought certain aspects of the "higher immorality"
had been institutionalized and had far-reaching struc- 
12
tural effects. The general acceptance of prevalent 
white collar crime, political corruption, and the he­
donistic lifestyle of Americans was part of the higher 
immorality. The problems of the present Nixon admin­
istration— the surreptitious handling of large sums of 
money, Nixon's acquisition of various mansions, Agnew's 
cavorting with celebrities and acceptance of pay-offs, 
the initial general acceptance of the Watergate affair 
by a major part of the population— would be considered 
by Mills to be part of the higher Immorality. If he 
were alive, he would no doubt derive great satisfaction 
from pointing out to his critics these and many other 
recent examples which so aptly support sections of his 
power elite thesis. These problems were, he asserted, 
part of the fact that older values and codes of upright­
ness were fading away. He. said i
12 See Chapter 15 in The Power Elite for a descrip­
tion of the "higher immorality."
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The moral uneasiness of our time results 
from the fact that older values and codes 
of uprightness no longer grip the men and 
women of the corporate era, nor have they 
been replaced by new values and codes which 
would lend moral meaning and sanction to 
the corporate routines they must now foll­
ow. It is not that the mass public has 
explicitly rejected received codes; it is 
rather that to many of the members, these 
ideas have become hollow (The Power Elite, 
p. 3M O .
This lack of direction, this moral confusion, Mills 
blamed on the lack of a well-defined Ideology, or 
worse, the "end of ideology" ideology.
Ideology
Mills defined an ideology as a "statement of
ideals, a designation of agencies, and as a set of
social theories" (The Marxist, p. 13). He equates an
ideology with a political philosophy which Justifies
certain institutions and practices and attacks others.
It tells us how to find out where we are going, and
where we stand. Mannheim made a distinction between
ideologies 1 those ideas which defended the existing
social order, he called "ideological," and those that
13
sought to change the society, he called "Utopian."
The ideology Mills believed American society needed 
was of the Utopian type.
13 Karl Mannheim, Ideology and Utopia. Chapter IV, 
on "The Utopian Mentality."
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Mills, like Mannheim, believed that every age 
has a political philosophy and ideology* and that if 
there were none clearly defined, it was the task of 
the intellectual to create one. For this reason, Mills 
objected to the end of ideology doctrine. Daniel Bell 
wrote, in The End of Ideology, that the old ideologies 
had lost their "truth" and power to persuade for the 
radical intelligentsia. "What gave the ideologies 
their force," he said, "was its passion"* and they 
had lost this through "abstract philosophical inquiry, 
which has always sought to eliminate passions and en­
courage the person to rationalize all ideas" (End of 
Ideology, p. 400). In Bell's opinion, there was a rough 
consensus in the Western world among intellectuals on 
political issues* there was, therefore, no need for 
ideologies. Such as there were, were mainly among 
rising states in Asia and Africa* and the main impul­
sions of these ideologies were economic development 
and national power.
This end of ideology, for Mills, was an ideology 
in itself. But in his opinion, it was not a clarifi­
cation of the Issues. He realized that the common 
ideologies of liberalism, conservatism, and Marxism 
had become hollow and overworked* but Instead of hail­
ing the end, he contended that the intellectual should
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either create new Ideologies cast around the values 
of reason and freedom, or else rejuvenate, reform, and 
reinterpret the good points of the old Ideologies.
Instead of setting up Ideological guidelines for 
people to follow, Mills thought the Intellectuals were 
engaged In what he called the "great American cele­
bration," with its conservative mood and pluralistic 
structuralist rhetoric. By this, he was referring 
to the ideas of various balance theories which saw a 
society in which authority was at a minimum because 
it was guided by the autonomous, self-regulating forces 
of the market. They were all middle-level theories 
put forth by middle-level people (university profess­
or, for example), with middle-level Justifications,
15
that is, intellectual vocabularies of motives. He 
argued with people who saw nothing but an idyllic 
United Statesi he thus refuted the theories of Louis 
Hartz, who saw only a "middle class." He disagreed 
also with the idea of an "income revolution" put for­
ward by Simon Kuznets and Arthur E. Burns, as well 
as Galbraith’s theory of "countervailing power,"
14 The Power Elite, pp. 325-3^2} Power. Politics. 
and Power, pp. 208-220. Specific examples he used were 
Jacques Barzun's, God’s C o m  try and Mine (Boston, 195*0 * 
and Daniel Boorstln, The Genius of American Politics 
(Chicago, 1953)*
15 In his power pyramid in Power Elite. Mills placed 
professors in the middle levels of power.
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A.A. Berle's "corporate conscious," and various "har­
mony of interest" schools (Aptheker, i960, pp. 12-1*0.
Although the mood of the United States was con­
servative, Mills did not perceive a well-defined con­
servative ideology. He defined conservatism as trad­
itionalism become self-conscious, elaborated, and 
l6
forensic. It usually Involved a noble aristocracy, 
a peasantry, and a petty-bougeoisie with guild in­
heritance. There was no stratum or group within the 
American population that would correspond to these 
factors{ he therefore thought that there were no tra­
ditions to which conservatism would appeal.
Liberalism, as the prevailing and official poli­
tical philosophy of American society, was also seen
17
by Mills as being inadequate. He wrote,
As a kind of political rhetoric, liberalism 
has been banalized! now it is commonly used 
by everyone who talks In public for every 
divergent and contradicting purpose...What 
this means is that liberalism as a common 
denominator of American political rhetoric 
is without coherent content; that in the 
process of its banalization, its goals 
have been formalized as to provide no
16 C.W. Mills, "The Conservative Mood," in Dissent. 
Vol, I, 1 (Winter, 195*0 » PP* 23-3l» also In Power. 
Politics, and People, pp. 208-220.
17 C.W. Mills, "Liberal Values in the Modern World 1 
The Relevance of 19th Century Liberalism Today," Anvil 
and Student Partisan (Winter, 1952), pp. *»-7» also 
Power. Politics, and People, pp. 187-195.
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clear moral optic (Power. Politics. and
People, p. 189).
Classic liberalism as a political philosophy, however, 
was viewed by him as assuming freedom and security as 
its key values. It was a humanistic doctrine, stress­
ing the value of individual personality. Man was seen 
as the measure of all things, events, institutions») 
policies and societies were judged in terms of their 
effects on the individual human being. This kind of 
ideology flourished best in a capitalistic country 
of small entrepreneurs and free enterprise. But as 
the country changed from one of small business and 
independent entrepreneurs to one of corporate giants 
and monopoly capitalism, classic liberalism lost its 
potency.
Mills thought classic liberalism was a desirable 
ideology} but as a pluralist, he believed the classic 
liberal must come to grips with socialism and its 
importance to the modern world. Within socialism were 
many of the liberal concepts that Mills believed in, 
and it was only by entering into a dialogue with the 
Marxist (something he thought American intellectuals 
neglected), he asserted, that the liberal would be 
able to clarify his position and be relevant to the' 
modern world.
What were Mills* hopes for American society?
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Could it be saved from the ideological malaise and 
the corruption of the power elite which he saw threat­
ening it?
Intellectuals and Labour
At one point earlier in his career, Mills placed 
much hope in the power of labour leaders to act as a 
counterweight to the power elite, and he called them 
the new men of power. He later dismissed this as 
"labour metaphysics" when he observed that labour 
leaders progressed to the middle levels of power and 
lost sight of their original purpose. In 1952, in the 
article, "Liberal Values in the Modern World," he 
wrote,
Whatever the political promises of labor 
and leftward forces fifteen years ago, they 
have not been fulfilled} whatever leadership 
they have developed has hidden itself for 
illusory safety, or been buried by events 
it neither understands nor wishes to con­
trol. Organized labor in the Forties and 
early Fifties has been mainly another ad­
aptive and adapting element (Power. Pol­
itics, and People, p. 187).
Mills then turned to the intelligentsia whom he had
always seen as performing an important role in creating
a radical movement. At one time, he had envisioned
the intellectuals as forming alliances with the labour
movement and the middle class, an alliance supposedly
operating in Quebec at the moment» he saw them creating
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a new Ideology around which the labour unions could 
18
coalesce. To be effective politically, he insisted, 
these two groups must form an alliance, but as he lost 
hope in organized labour, he attributed an independent 
role to the intellectuals.
He did not believe that political involvement 
for the intellectuals would be effective. That is, he 
did not think the intellectual had to join a party or 
engage in organized politics. He himself is not known 
to have voted in any elections (The New Sociology, 
p. 83). Political criticism was seen as the intellec­
tual rolej he called not for a program but an attitude. 
Towards the end of his life, he was probably aware 
that his generation of intellectuals would not perform 
this function. In The Causes of World War III, he 
thought about the possibility of an intellectual comm­
unity replacing the power elite, but did not see much
hope of this as he became convinced that "N.A.T.O.
19
intellectuals'* and "crackpot realists" in the Amer­
ican intellectual ranks were serving the interests
of
radical labour movement in Quebec.
19 The crackpot realists were men who were constantly 
engaged in the preparation of war. They were rigidly 
focused on scattered, nebulous fears of the enemy and 
the next step. For a more detailed explanation see 
C.W. Mills, The Causes of World War III. Chapter 13*
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of the power elite. He never gave up, however, his
belief in the power of the intellect and reason. In
i960, therefore, we found him turning to the younger,
more radical Intellectuals, urging them to take up the
20
tools for radical changes. This is the group which 
later became known as the New Left.
Analytical Approach
In examining Mills' approach to the structure 
of power in American society, we find that his analy­
tical method was not really novel, and that during his
career, he fluctuated from one style of analysis to 
21
another. The numerous responses he received to his 
concept of the power elite, then, were not so much a 
response to novelty as it was to the fact that he des­
cribed a perspective of American society that was con­
trary to the popular balance theories which prevailed 
at the time.
20 c.W. Mills, "Letter to the New Left," New Left 
Review. 5 (September-October, i960), pp. 18-23; later 
reprinted as, "On the Left," Studies on the Left. Vol. 
11* 1 (l96l), pp. 63-72. See also, "The Decline of the 
Left," The Listener. Vol LXI, 1566 (April 2, 1959); 
Contact. 3 (l959)* PP* 5-18. Also, William F. Warde, 
‘"who Will Change the World 1 The New Left and the Views 
of C. Wright Mills," International Socialist Review. 
Vol. 22, 3 (Summer, I96l). ‘
21 In an Interview with Gillam, Kenneth Stamp said 
that Mills' "ideas about the war, the world, and Amer­
ican society differed only in detail from his own and 
Richard Hofstadter" (Gillam, 1966, p. 85)•
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Although Mills is best known for his analysis 
of power in terms of "elite" and "masses" he did not 
always favour the approach. In his early political 
writings, he showed preference for a structural app­
roach dealing with power in terms of classes rather
than masses or elites. One such paper was "A Marx
22
for the Manager," This article was his first overtly
political writing, a response to James Burnham's book,
The Managerial Revolutioni What is Happening to the 
23
World. Burnham's thesis was that society would tend 
to become more managerial rather than socialist or 
capitalist, because of increased rationalization. 
Through this rationalization, the society would have 
more need for "productive experts" and "administrative 
executives" who eventually would come to dominate the 
society. Mills argued that Burnham saw the society 
too much in terms of masses and elites, and that he 
did not adequately take into account the functioning 
of class structures.
We find later that Mills appropriated this very
22 C.W. Mills, in Ethicsi An International Journal 
of Legal, Political, and SoclaX Thought. Vol. 52, 2 
TJanuary, 19^2), pp. 200-2l5i also in Power. Politics. 
and People, pp. 53-71.
22 James Burnham, The Managerial Revolution (Mew 
York, 19^1)» pp. 71-757"
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analysis which he had rejected. He. like Marx, had 
also once seen the working class (new men of power) 
as the pivot for social change, but he gave up the 
idea fairly soon, after he came to believe that labour 
leaders had been coopted into the middle levels of 
power.
There was a striking similarity between Mills'
power analysis and one developed earlier by Franz 
2b
Neuman. In his book, Neuman perceived four power
elites in German society, but Mills simplified this
25
to three and applied them to American society.
Apparently Mills did not think that Hitler's Germany 
was so much different from Roosevelt's Americai there 
were structural trends in Germany, he said, which were 
parallel to those in the United States.
Coming towards the end of his life, Mills' poli­
tical writings took on a less analytical sociological 
style and tended towards a more literary one dealing 
with international subjects rather than Just national 
ones. He developed what he himself oalled a kind of
2b Franz Neuman, Behemothi The Structure and Practice 
of National Socialism. 1933-19^4 (New York, lS&V)• See 
also Mills' review of the book, "Locating the Enemy ?
The Nazi Behemoth Dissected," Partisan Review. Vol. b 
(September-October, 19^2), pp. "h32-h37»
25 Neuman saw power in Germany deposited ini the 
individual sector? the Nazi party? the state bureau­
cracy? and the armed forces.
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high-level "pamphleteering" (Wakefield, 1971, p. 6 5). 
Listen Yankee was a book of such an order. In it he 
tried to present the viewpoint of the Cuban revolution­
ary. He himself supported the revolution, and tried 
to point out to the United States that the policy it 
held towards Cuba was ignorant and hysterical. The 
book was hailed by many and condemned by others for 
not being sociological or accurate; but at this point, 
Mills was more interested in reaching a bigger audi­
ence than in turning out a sociologically precise 
work.
The final years of Mills' life revolved around 
the problem of possibility of total destruction through 
atomic warfare. Prom this concern originated his book, 
The Causes of World War III. Mills envisioned a world 
heading towards another world war, with the blame 
resting not only on the irresponsible military, in­
dustrial, and political complex, but also on the in­
tellectuals who had either withdrawn from political 
life, supported the elites, or used a liberal rhetoric 
to cover up conservative default. As part of his pro­
gram to prevent a war, he set up certain guidelines 
in Chapter Fifteen of the book; among them are;
1. All private profit to be taken out of the prepar­
ation of war;
2. recognition of China;
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3. recognition of the Oder-Neisse line as marking the 
eastern extremity of Germany? 
termination of N.A.T.O. and the Warsaw Pact;
5. acceptance of. a proposal for an arms embargo in 
the Mid-East;
6. all foreign troops belonging to all powers, where- 
ever stationed, to be withdrawn;
7. all testing of nuclear weapons to cease;
8 . all production of " extermination" weapons to be 
terminated;
9. all security tests and oaths of loyalty to be ended 
by the United States;
10, a call to all intellectuals to beoome conscientious 
objectors, and for Western Intellectuals to make 
their own peace with intellectuals in the socialist 
world.
When Mills died, one of his unfinished projects 
was an Imaginary dialogue between an American and a 
Russian intellectual, called, "Contacting the. Enemy" 
(Wakefield, 1971* P» 7l)« He had also hoped to write 
a book on the intellectuals which would propose and 
hope to create the "New Left." His major project was 
to be a massive "World Sociology" (Wakefield, 1971»
P. 71)» a type of comparative sociology.
To the very end, Mills never gave up his belief 
in the intellect, reason, and the power of ideas. He
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looked to various directions for a group to lead the 
world to rationality and freedom, but his final hope 
rested in the men of reason, the intellectuals. They,
■he believed, were to be guided by the moral precepts 
and the framework of liberalism and Marxism. Marxism 
became an increasingly attractive alternative for him, 
but he could not accept it "lock, stock, and barrel,"
He saw it as a very important and useful model rather 
than as a theory which was to be confirmed or refuted. 
It was a moral set of guidelines rather than a dog­
matic set of laws.
Prom Mills' vantage point, the world was in a 
shambles, directed towards a world war by an irres­
ponsible elite, an anomic public, and an uncommitted 
intellectual community. The only vestige of hope rested 
in the young intellectuals who were to be guided by a 
revised form of Marxian and liberal ideology, and who 
were to create the New Left.
Political and Social Position
From the preceding analysis of Mills' biographical, 
intellectual and political development, could we lo­
cate him socially and politically? He was a complex 
personality who consciously avoided labels and cate­
gories. It would, therefore, be an insult to his memory 
to try to label him neatly. To facilitate our analysis
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and to place him In a clearer perspective, however, 
we may for a moment assign him to different social and 
political categories.
At one time or other, Mills had been called a 
Populist, Marxist, Revisionist, Pragmatist, Progress­
ive, Individualist, radical, Manichean, Machiavellian,
26
Trotskylte, and a marginal man.
Mills may have been a little of each, but no one 
of them adequately described even his general charac­
teristics. It is obvious, for example, that he was 
politically towards the left, but it is difficult to
say where exactly along the continuum he was located.
27
Although Dowd referred to him as a democrat,
as far as is known, he did not vote and did not believe
in the American political system, and certainly not in
the American "two-party"1 system. He had this to say
about the intellectual and organized parties 1
If he states public issues as he sees them, 
he cannot take seriously the slogans and 
confusions used by parties with a chance 
to win power. He therefore feels politi­
cally irrelevant. Yet if he approached pub­
lic Issues realistically, that is, in 
terms of the major parties, he has already 
compromised their very statement so, that 
he is not able to sustain an enthusiasm 
for political action and thought (Power.
26 See Sociology and Pragmatism, p. 12. 
2? Dowd, in The New Sociology, p. 12.
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Politics, and People, p. 292).
Progressive
Mills' alternative to the present party system
was a system of multiple parties representing all of
the Individual Interests of the people* and a return
to a "grass roots" democracy. This attitude has led to
the suggestion that he was in fact more "progressive"
29
than radical, for he would have preferred to elect 
a new President and new Representatives rather than 
to purge the old ones. This hope, it was said, was 
similar to the progressives' and old Populists' no­
tion of democracy, and his call for a multiple party
system was reminiscent of America's earlier "age of 
30
reform." The progressive reformer, like Mills, be­
lieved that facts must be exposed and the people mor­
ally exhorted before they are moved to action. Apparently 
the muckraker was a prominent figure for the reformer, 
and Mills often considered himself one. Common also to 
Mills and the progressives was an implicit belief in
28 Also, C.W. Mills, "Probing the Two-Party State," 
review of W.E. Binkley's American Political Parties in 
The New Leader (October 30* 1943)» P« 3»
29 R.A. Gillam, op. clt.. p. 99I Paul Goodman, "Reply," 
to "The Barricade and the Bedroom," Politics (October, 
19^5), P. 316.
30 R. Hofstadter, The Age of Reformt From Br.van to 
£.D.R. (New York, 1955TT
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
100
the goodness of man.
Populism
Another strain of political thought which Mills 
is frequently associated with is Populism. Populism, 
however, dealt more with an attitude than with a def­
initive philosophy or clearly outlined set of prin- 
. n 31clples. It was mainly a preservatist thought common 
among small farmers in the middle west, who believed 
that their life was being threatened by larger cor­
porate forces in the East. What they argued for was 
a return to perfect competition of small businesses 
and independent entrepreneurs. It was in effect a 
strange mixture of radicalism and conservatism, in 
that the solutions they prescribed for their problems 
could very well have disrupted the existing capital­
ist economy» but at the same time, they wanted a re­
turn to an earlier, more simplistic era of capital­
ism.
The tone of Mills' writings often suggested simi­
lar sentiments and attitudes. He was against the ir­
responsibility and unaccountability of large corpora­
tions, and admired the small businessmen of a past era. 
Gillam elaborates on Mills' attitude«
31 N. Pollack, The Populist Mind (New York, 19&7)*
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To be sure, he always retained something of 
the populist moralityi his quick temper and 
violent resentments, his tendency to cast 
questions in terms of moral absolutes, his 
frustrated search for political power, and 
his sense of victimization by forces which 
often seemed suspiciously associated with 
industrialization and corporate growth 
(Gillam, 1966, p. 3 M . 3 2
Mills? desire to return to an earlier age was not to 
be confused with a return to a pre-industrial, rural 
society. He loved the material things new technolo­
gical advances produced, but he was against shabby 
goods and the impersonality and irresponsibility of 
the modern large business. His ideal was a return to 
that independent life when each man through his own 
rationality was free to determine his work and being. 
Co-existing with these conservative tendencies were 
very definite radical elements, radical for his time.
32 See Mills* description of the small entrepreneur 
in the first chapter of White Collar, as well as arti­
cles dealing with the theme of freedom and security, 
and the small entrepreneur and small businesses, in 
"Collectivism and 'The Mix-Up Economy'," in Power. Pol­
itics. and People, pp. 179-186, and "The Competitive 
Personality,k ibid., pp. 263-273»
In 19^5, Mills conducted a study with Melville J. 
Ulmer, published under the title, Small Businesses and 
Clvio Welfare. Report of the Special 79th Congress,
2nd session, No. 135 (Washington, 19^6)• His interpre­
tation of data suggested that big businesses tended to 
depress civic welfare, while small businesses tend to 
raise it. However, Irving Fowler conducted a similar 
study which reversed the findings. See I. Fowler, "Lo­
cal Industrial Structures, Economic Power and Communi­
ty Welfare," Social Problems. 6 (Summer, 1958), pp.
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Radical
Miliband described Mills as a not very dormant
anarchist, who was anti-elitist, anti-bureaucratic,
and anti-state (The New Sociology, p. 82)• His anti-
authoritarianism and opposition to other imposed rules
and regulations were also well known, for Mills made
it a point to make clear his feelingsi
I do not like nations. They are all part of 
the official and the abstract, and in the 
end, of the petty and the destructive. What 
they want to do is organize me, for war or 
for peace, for this or for that...if any 
human organization, including that of any 
state, wants my loyalty, let the men who 
are running it behave themselves with in­
telligence and a little human dignity.
Let one or two governments start being loyal 
to what I stand for, and then we'll talk, 
again about loyalty in general (Gillam,
1966, p. 109).
He was also described as being anti-institutional and 
anti-traditional by Gillam, who quoted a letter Mills 
once wrote to a fraternity (Phi Beta Kappa) that elec­
ted him to its membership for excellent academic per­
formance. The letter rejected the membership on the 
grounds that the fraternity had no "functional justi­
fication" and served primarily as an "ostentatious
33
display of things already done."
33 The full text of the letter is contained in 
Gillam's thesis. See also Miliband, eg. clt.. for fur­
ther expression of Mills' anti-traditionalism.
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Mills* radicalism, however, is for the most part
based on his political views, his trenchant and bitter
criticisms of American society, and on his opposition
to almost everything in American life. He may have
seemed exceedingly anti-American, and there was much
in America he did not like; but he did not transfer
his affections to any other nation, nor did he adopt
3^any other country. Mills' radicalism is described
by Warner as a form of "indigenous North American
radicalism," It was distinct from other radicalism
in that it was not formulated abroad and transported
to America, as has been the usual case, with Marxism
for example. This North American radicalism wa3 per-
35ceived by Warner as a synthesis of European Marxism, 
indigenous Populism, and American Pragmatism.
Marxism and Revisionism
It is well known that Mills approached socialist
3^ Mills disliked both the political system and the 
goods produced in America. For example, a fellow pro­
fessor had complimented him on a motorcycle cap he had, 
and had asked him where he got it. Mills replied, "Not 
in this country." He was also very fond of German mo­
tors. See Wakefield's article, p. 71.
35 John Anson Warner, "The Critics of C. Wright 
Millsi An Analysis of the Varieties of Critical The­
ory," an unpublished study read at the annual meeting 
of the Canadian Sociology and Anthropology Association 
of the Learned Societies, 1972. Warner is at the Uni­
versity of Saskatchewan.
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thought in later life, but he was never a radical Marx-
36
1st of the European variety. He would, however, have 
considered himself a plain Marxist. They are those who 
work in'Marx's tradition, he contended, and agree that 
his (Marx's) model and way of thinking are important 
and central to their own intellectual history. They
also stress the humanism of Marxism and the role of
37
the superstructure in history.
As a plain Marxist, Mills did not accept many 
Marxian propositions such as dialectical laws, sub­
structure determinism, and the role of the proletar­
iat in overthrowing society. His reluctance to accept 
orthodox Marxism is sometimes considered a form of 
revisionism, and led Pablo Gonzales to comment!
Marxism represented for him a more and more 
attractive alternative the more closely he 
approached forbidden areas, but his need 
to r e j e c t  anything that was official brought 
him, as it had earlier in Cuba, to an att­
itude verging on revisionism and the Euro­
pean third force, an attitude that never
36 Marxism has never been a prominent thought among 
American Intellectuals, possibly because it is asso­
ciated with socialism and Russian Communism, which are 
highly charged concepts in American society. It is, 
however, a growing movement, with Paul Sweezy, Ralph 
Miliband, Ernest Mandel, Leo Huberman, and others 
among its exponents. Many socialist thinkers are iden­
tifiable in the socialist journal, Monthly Review, of 
which Paul Sweezy is a founder.
37 See The Marxist, p. 99, for a description of 
plain Marxist.
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left him. He moved into a position of the 
New Left, that position which has its base 
in the "third world" in which the concep­
tions and categories of Marxism undergo 
practical revision, designed to strip it 
of dogma and slogans and allow it to pro­
mote effectively revolution in the hungry 
countries of the world.
It was probably this same rejection of the official
and his desire for individualism and independence that
prevented Mills from seeing that the days of perfect
competition and small independent entrepreneurs could
not exist for long, given the precepts of capitalist
Ideology. He could probably have accepted the Utopian
communist society of Marx, where every man is free,
but modern socialist societies where individualism is
negated would have been difficult for him to condone.
Each individual throughout his life belongs to 
several groups, but each person, and especially a poli­
tically active man, can generally be associated with 
one group more than another. According to reference 
group theory, individuals need groups in which to ground 
their reality, and they need specific groups in order
to achieve a sense of identity and alleviate the psy­
chological discomfort that isolation creates. Mills, 
it is safe to say, never experienced the smugness that
38 Pablo Gonzales Casanova, "C. Wright Mills* An 
American Conscience," in The New Sociology, p. 70.
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results from fraternity, although his Isolation was 
not complete and was in part self-imposed. Thus, he 
said!
I have never known what others call "'frater­
nity'* with any group...neither academic or 
political. With a few individuals, yes, but 
with groups however small, no (Gillam, 1966,
P. 53).
This attitude led others to label him a marginal man
39who never became part of any establishment. Mills 
was no doubt affected by his isolation, thus becoming, 
as Dowd said, an intemperate, combative, and somewhat 
warped man, towards the end of his career (The New 
Sociology, p. 58).
Intelligentsia and Independent Radicals
Given the general characteristics of Mills, he
could probably be classified as a member of a group
*J-0
of independent radicals of his time. According to
39 See Warner, pp. 1 1 - 1 2 .  Robert E. Parks originated 
the term "marginal man" in Race and Culture. The margin­
al man lives in two worlds. Warner describes Mills as a 
brilliant, cultured individual who was at the same time 
a rough-hew, insecure person. He belonged to the world 
of the polished Columbia professor but never became 
part of the academic establishment.
^0 See Ruth Harper Mills, "The Fascinated Readers! 
Analysis of the Politics Questionnaire." Mills and his 
wife found that a high majority of the readers of Poli­
tics magazine, as well as the contributors, were in­
dependent radicals like Mills himself, who were opposed 
to war and were politically and intellectually indepen­
dent.
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how groups are defined in society, they would not fit 
into that classification! they had no specific comm­
unity of interest as such. They were, however, all 
politically and intellectually independent, were opp­
osed to war, and were ready for radical changes in 
American society. These characteristics were, as we 
have seen, also those of Mills, and many who "belonged 
to this amorphous group were indeed his friends and 
acquaintances— Hofstadter, Stampp, Gerth, Friedel.
This group and others who qualified for this category 
fit well into Mannheim's conceptualization of that 
class of socially unattached individuals referred to 
as the intelligentsia.
The only common but fairly strong bond the in­
telligentsia had was a similar educational heritage. 
Inherent in this shared heritage were probably Mills' 
cherished values of freedom, reason, and truth. These 
values could be considered unique to this group in 
the sense that they became a conscious and constant 
attitude towards the world* they are also most often 
the central focus of the group's work. The average 
individual, on the other hand, rarely evaluates, at 
least consciously, his life and society in terms of 
these values.
Though Mills harboured a high regard for intell­
ectuals, and undoubtedly considered himself a member
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of that community, his vision of the intellectual 
life was probably somewhat more austere and idealistic 
than most others were willing to accept. Although he 
saw the intellectuals as a distinct group who should 
have no specific ties to interest groups in the soci­
ety, neither did he expect them to form into an ivory- 
towered clique, remote from the general public. Nor 
did he expect them to be floating, disorganized,a 
characterless mass. Mannheim's concept indicates that 
traditionally the unattached intellectual has either 
affiliated himself with a class or scrutinized his 
own social moorings and tried to fulfil the intellec­
tual interests of the whole (Ideology and Utopia, 
p. 158), Mills advocated the latter, but his sense of 
commitment and his strong need for Independence seemed 
to have been in conflict. He wished to be unattached, 
but he also sympathized deeply with the powerless, the 
working class, and the Third World peoples.
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C O N C L U S IO N
At'the beginning of this thesis, its purpose was 
stated as an attempt to understand the relationship 
between the forces that shaped Mills' vision and his 
ideas about American society. This in effect suggested 
a sociology of knowledge perspective, one which is 
concerned with the social origins of thought and ideas, 
and stresses the interrelationship between the indi­
vidual's conceptions and his sociocultural back­
ground. The writer also hoped to highlight those im­
portant contributions Mills may have made to his so­
ciety or to the discipline of sociology.
In order to do this, biographical data were exam­
ined in an effort to understand his personality and the 
factors that may have contributed to his character, to 
the type of person he became. The writer tried to sketch 
an intellectual and political profile, to see what ideas 
he came to hold, and the type of discussions which 
took place between him and the intellectual and poli­
tical public with which he had discourse. There was, 
finally, an attempt to demonstrate the relationship 
between these three factors, the biographical, the 
political, and the intellectual, and how the tone of
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his discussions may have been tempered by personal 
characteristics, which were in turn shaped by socio­
cultural influences.
In .summarizing briefly, we remember that in child­
hood Mills was an isolated, lonely child who was unable 
to form long-lasting relationships with peers, partly 
because of the mobility of his family. He developed 
problems in school, being rejected and teased by his 
classmates, and in turn rejecting them. He withdrew, 
spending much of his time with the female members of 
the household, or readlngj in this setting, his sen­
sitive but strong-willed and defiant attitude developed. 
In adolescence, he also had problems with peers and 
school. Gradually, he came to have a sense of being 
different, but eventually learned to use this to gain 
self-confidence. He continued to spend long hours in 
isolation, reading and working on various projects.
He became a rebel, rejecting certain "normal" activi­
ties of his time, and exhibiting a competitive and 
combative attitude even among friends. His will became 
strongeri he tried to control most situations in which 
he was involved, rejecting those over which he had no 
control. At this stage, Mills was immersed in Intell­
ectual matters, and tried to rationalize and socialize 
many of the attitudes he held. The isolation and re­
jection he had endured became desirable qualities which
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he felt were related to his Independence and freedom. 
Freedom was thus universalized and made Into a moral 
value, something for which he had much support from 
the literature he read. In later adulthood, these values 
were "broadened and sharpened even more* they became 
social and political concerns. His need for indepen­
dence and freedom led him to a concern with power and 
its distribution in American society. He came to be­
lieve that the United States had come to be a rela­
tively powerless, white collar society ruled by an 
economic, political, and military elite which was pri­
marily concerned with achieving its own personal gains. 
These were the forces, he believed, that threatened 
his own freedom. But if they threatened his freedom, 
it stood to reason that they threatened the masses 
as well. It was thus imperative that every man be aware 
that his own values were ultimately tied up with public 
issues. The belief that personal values and public 
issues intersect came about from the recognition of 
the role his own personal troubles and values had in 
motivating his theories. Related to this same concept, 
Mills developed the idea that individuals could not 
transcend their private values, they could not separate
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personal values from public idealsj those who claim, 
in the name of scientific objectivity, to be capable 
of this were engaged in deception, self- or otherwise* 
He decided it was better Instead to recognize these 
values, the sources of one's motivation, and make them 
public. This in effect is what he did.
Mills, as it were, developed his own vocabulary 
of motives, with its main vocabulary centred around 
such concepts as reason, freedom, truth, power, and 
the interaction of personal biography and history, 
private troubles and public issues. It was a similar 
vocabulary to that of the intelligentsia or indepen­
dent radicals, and the classic theorists such as Veb- 
ien, Weber, Marx, and Mannheim. Some of the ideas he 
acquired may have occured through the process of elec­
tive affinity, whereby they were consistent and agree­
able with attitudes he already had, however uncrys­
tallized.
Through a set of unique contingencies in the
environment, Mills came to place independence very
highly in his hierarchy of values. He held this value
so highly even at a time when most Americans were
greatly concerned with group solidarity and identity,
that he was willing to cast about for new and radical
ideas when the rest of the Intellectual community was 
either content with theories already in existence, or
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else were celebrating the United States. At the time 
Mills wrote, his theories were hotly debated— and are 
yet today— as to their accuracy. But it could be gen­
erally agreed that there was much truth to what he 
said— which is probably what made his theories so 
appealing— and that he made significant contributions 
to sociology.
To the sociology of knowledge, he contributed 
the key notion of vocabularies of motives, thus elim­
inating motives as a totally individualistic concept, 
and giving it a social quality' as well. In this scheme, 
motives were seen as Justifications for one's acts and 
as strategies of action. When they appeal to others, 
they very often become ideology or rhetoric. Implied 
also in the vocabulary of motives thesis was a theory 
for signs and symbols whereby we could locate indivi­
duals and groups socially and politically by close 
examination of the language and symbols they use.
Another worthwhile contribution Mills made was 
his attempt to clarify values as problems, to show how 
personal values are related to larger social problems;
1 During Mills' years, America went through a ser­
ies of crises— the Depression, a World War, the Kor­
ean War. It has been said; that, celebration of the coun­
try became a national past-time» national figures and 
everyday citizens boast of being "Number One."
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and how these values can he used as societal solutions 
when cast in an ideological framework, whether comm­
unist, utopian, liberal, and so on.
In addition, Mills developed a valid form of 
cultural analysis— in the classical style of Veblen, 
Mosca, and Weber— with his observations on industrial, 
political, and military elite* and his concern with 
bureaucracy and the vertical arrangement of power in 
American society.
In trying to highlight the contributions Mills 
made to sociology, and to understand the interrela­
tions between Mills’ ideas and his sociocultural setting 
from a sociology of knowledge perspective, it is hoped 
that this thesis may also contribute to an understand­
ing of radical political figures and the role they
2
play in social change.
2 See Kenneth Keniston, Young Radicals i Notes on 
Committed Youth (New York, 19513). Keniston studied the 
personality and background of young New Left radicals, 
and they were found to possess common qualities! an 
independent questioning attitude, orientation towards 
principle, early sense of being special or different, 
and a high academic performance. These were similar to 
many that Mills possessed. See also Everett E. Hagen, 
On the Theory of Social Change (Illinois, 1962) for 
an analysis of personality and historical factors in 
the process of social change.
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